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Bingham Center for Women’s History and Culture at Duke University; and the Getty 
Research Institute Special Collections. Interview results are presented individually and 
then discussed according to issues of acquisition, classification, processing, exhibition, 
and storage and preservation of artists’ archives. Professional values regarding the 
institutional contexts and research potential of artworks, artifacts, and visual records are 
also discussed.
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INTRODUCTION
Artists’ archives, which may be loosely defined as the materials generated by the 
personal, professional, and creative activity of visual artists, serve as the primary 
documents of artists’ lives, careers, and art-making practices and processes, and are vital 
resources for research in the visual arts. During an artist’s lifetime, his or her archives 
may be actively managed initially by the artist herself or a studio manager or archivist 
hired to select, organize, and preserve material of value. Later, these archives are often 
donated to or purchased by collecting institutions dedicated to preserving art-related or 
more general historical records. These may include national repositories such as the well-
known Archives of American Art, university archives and special collections libraries, 
collecting archives1 within art museums, or even art museums themselves.
The complexities of artistic practices and processes, however, produce 
documentation that often blurs the boundary between “art” and “archive,” challenging 
traditional institutional definitions and resisting easy classification. Furthermore, the 
varied physical formats and content found in artists’ archives have the potential to present 
significant storage, preservation, and cataloging/description difficulties to institutions that 
house them. While art museums are certainly accustomed to dealing with objects, they 
are not typically accustomed to managing large numbers of “non-art” objects or “archival 
materials” as part of their artifact collections. Conversely, archives that collect artists’ 
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papers often receive artwork, artifacts, or other types of visual records in addition to the 
more “traditional” archival record types (e.g. correspondence, journals, photographs, etc.) 
as part of a complete collection. These examples often take the form of drawings, prints, 
sketchbooks, mail art, or illustrated letters, but they may include models, sculptures, 
installation components, performance documentation, and three-dimensional objects and 
ephemera that the artists collected for inspiration or for use as source material. As a 
result, museum and archives professionals responsible for collections of both art and 
archival materials are faced with challenges of how to best process, store, provide access 
to, and sometimes exhibit and interpret these complex collections.
While there is limited literature discussing the collection of artifacts by libraries 
and archives (Bierbaum; Cooke; Jeffrey; Meraz; Severn), there appears to be almost no 
literature discussing the alternate scenario: archives in museum (artifact) collections. 
Furthermore, there is little if any literature directly addressing the unique challenges that 
artists’ archives pose to collecting institutions. Through interviews with archivists and 
museum professionals involved in the selection, description, storage, provision of access 
to, and exhibition of artists’ archives, this paper aims to shed light on current professional 
practices with these complex collections and the issues surrounding their management, 
value, and potential across institutional contexts.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
What are Artists’ Archives?
Only a small body of literature exists related to artists’ archives. These records, 
ranging from manuscripts, correspondence, and photographs, to sketchbooks, drawings, 
prints, plans, models, collected artifacts and ephemera, and documentation of 
performance and installation art, are the primary source materials that are vital to research 
in the visual arts. They form the basis of dissertations, exhibitions, catalogs, articles, and 
books, and even inspire the work of future artists. Without their active collection and 
preservation, a significant portion of the history of art might be lost. As Sue Breakell and 
Victoria Worsley have argued, “there is no doubt that much insight into the artist’s 
creative process can be gleaned from the complete body of documentation of their life 
and work” (179). A letter to a friend might reference a work, or a diary entry or piece of 
ephemera might document an activity or event that influenced the artist. Direct 
byproducts of the creative process, such as sketchbooks, preparatory drawings, models, 
notes, and materials samples, provide invaluable insight into the development of 
individual works. Furthermore, documentation through photographs, text, artists’ 
statements, and even artifacts becomes critical for understanding and preserving 
ephemeral works such as performance, installation, or environmental art (Tong 26). 
Breakell and Worsley have also demonstrated the important function of documentation in 
the creative process itself, describing two artists, Prunella Clough and Helen Chadwick, 
whose research activities generate an archive that serves to simultaneously document and 
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inform their process (180-88). Together, “the documentation in archives enriches and 
deepens our understanding of artistic practice” (Breakell and Worsley 188).
These unique and valuable materials have perhaps only become more numerous, 
diverse, and challenging to collect, preserve, and make accessible in recent decades, as 
postmodern art forms have become increasingly dematerialized and ephemeral, and as 
technology has rapidly evolved. Citing the wealth of primary documentation that has 
been produced and collected by artists and artist-run organizations since the emergence of 
the alternative art space and the proliferation of artist’ publishing in the 1970s, Darlene 
Tong argues that “repositories face some of the same issues in dealing with any archival 
collection, but in preserving the archives of the avant-garde, the array of types of works 
and forms of documentation may be even more diverse, eclectic, ephemeral, and 
fragile” (25). Tong’s description of the archives of the San-Francisco based artist-run 
organization La Mamelle, active from 1975-1995, gives further insight into the diversity 
of materials that may be found in artists’ archives. In addition to the organizational 
records, the archives of La Mamelle include: research materials, manuscripts, and images 
used to produce the organization’s magazine; a research library; a collection of artists’ 
books; artists’ files, including correspondence, publicity materials, articles and 
manuscripts, bibliographies, photographs, artists’ postcards, and mail art; periodicals and 
‘zines by artists with related correspondence and ephemera; ephemera from art 
conferences and festivals; and various artworks, mainly artifacts from performance works 
or video productions, as well as electronic artwork and documentation (Tong 23-24).
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Blurring the Boundary: “Art” or “Archive”?
Especially since the emergence of alternative art practices in the 1960s, 
documentation has not only become increasingly necessary to preserve and study works 
of art, but the boundary between “art” and “archive” has become increasingly difficult to 
define. As Rebecca Fortnumn and Chris Smith have articulated in “The Problem of 
Documenting Fine Art Practices and Processes:”
Since the 1960s, when the artist began to engage creatively with the 
documentation of their own (often performative and dematerialized) 
practices, the relationship between process and documentation has become 
even more complex. . . . Indeed, the exchange between documentation, 
process, and finished artwork has become blurred. (168) 
Although this is one of the most fascinating aspects of artists’ archives, it is also the most 
challenging for collecting institutions, as these materials resist easy classification and 
challenge traditional institutional definitions.
Documentation and material evidence of performance, installation, or site-specific 
art that is ephemeral in nature is one area in which the blurring of the boundary between 
“art” and “archive” is particularly prominent, thus presenting unique challenges to 
keepers of artists’ archives. In the case of performance and other ephemeral artwork, a 
“savable” original does not exist, and thus, the work effectively remains solely in its 
documentation. As a result, the evidence and the artwork are closely intertwined, at times 
becoming nearly one in the same. Sometimes artifacts of an ephemeral artwork become 
art objects themselves or an image becomes an iconic stand-in for a performance 
(Manzella and Watkins 29). These works beg the philosophical question of whether it is 
even possible to archive something fleeting and immaterial and/or essentially interactive. 
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From a preservation standpoint, as Christina Manzella and Alex Watkins suggest, 
“performance art contains a kind of metaphorical inherent vice: its degradation from its 
original form is guaranteed” (30). Despite these challenges, however, “an archive is, 
essentially, evidence of things past, of what has disappeared. Therefore, if performance 
art can be documented, then it can be archived” (Manzella and Watkins 30). Although the 
physical traces will always be inadequate in the sense that they are by definition not the 
original, this does not negate their value as surrogates. When the artwork itself is 
impermanent, the material evidence and documentation may be the only way that many 
people, including scholars who did not witness the original artwork/event, are able to 
experience it (Manzella and Watkins 28). 
Performance and other ephemeral art creates several different types of evidence, 
which may be comprised of a variety of media formats. The ephemeral artwork will 
typically be documented with photographs, video, or audio recordings (which often 
become stand-ins for the art/event itself), as well as, occasionally, eyewitness accounts. 
A variety of ephemera (e.g. announcements, press releases, reviews, photographs, and 
correspondence), will likely also result from the work. In addition to these fairly standard 
archival formats, the work itself often uses and/or produces a number of artifacts. The 
props and products used and produced in a performance or the physical materials used in 
a temporary installation or site-specific work may form part of the archive, in addition to 
preparatory drawings, written instructions, permits, or other evidence of the artistic and 
logistical planning process (Manzella and Watkins 28). Although their varied physical 
formats may be challenging for collecting institutions, Manzella and Watkins argue that 
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the artifacts of performance art “are important to the creation of complete records, 
helping users to imagine the work and providing a physical link to the absent past 
experience” (29).
Preserving the documentation and material evidence also allows the works to be 
re-performed and appropriated by artists. A key recent example is the work of Marina 
Abromović, whose 2005 performance series Seven Easy Pieces, performed at the 
Guggenheim Museum in New York, recreated five other artists’ performances from the 
1960s and 70s, as well as one of her own works, and included one new work by the artist. 
Not having seen these pieces performed, Abromović recreated them based on their 
documents (Santone 148).2 Jessica Santone has interpreted Abromović’s work as 
“performative documents of the past performances she cites,” or, as acts of “embodied 
documentation,” and considers the work to be both “a mode of production of 
contemporary art and a mode of critical interpretation” (Santone 147). Such “artist-
initiated, creative documentation” further complicates the issue of archiving performance 
art, but attests to the value of its documentation for the preservation and critical 
interpretation of performance art as well as its artistic appropriation (Santone 147). “Re-
performance proposes a dynamic, living document as a solution to the past’s 
disappearance; it allows a re-experiencing of the work in a time-based, body-based, 
ephemeral medium and makes available new experiences of memory” (Santone 151). 
Manzella and Watkins argue for the archive as a venue for re-performance, stating, “if the 
archive is willing to accept not just material remains but physical (re)embodiments of 
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performances, then performance art will not only allow itself to be archived, but will 
expand the scope of the field” (31).
For certain ephemeral works, the process is as much the artwork as its temporary 
display. Here, documentation does not merely record the ephemeral artwork for posterity, 
but forms a critical component of the artwork itself, revealing stages of its execution 
(parts of the whole) that might otherwise remain unknown even to those who witness its 
culmination. A key example can be found in Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s Running Fence 
project. The Running Fence was a monumental outdoor installation project 
(environmental artwork) culminating in September of 1976 with a white nylon fence 
measuring eighteen feet high and stretching twenty-four and a half miles across Marin 
and Sonoma counties in northern California and into the Pacific Ocean. Although the 
fence was on view for only two weeks, the “artwork” was realized over a planning period 
of four years, culminating in this temporary display. For Christo and Jeanne-Claude, “the 
public hearings and complicated negotiations, the environmental impact studies, the 
attorneys, landowners, government officials, and members of commissions, supporters 
and opponents alike, were an integral part of the project” (O’Doherty 1). In fact, for the 
artists, the process and the artwork are indistinguishable. They insist that not merely the 
nylon fence, but “everything contained in the great arc from the first idea to its 
completion—and aftermath [including all of the participants and the audience] is not part 
of the artwork but the artwork itself” (O’Doherty 60).
Writing about the “afterlife” of the Running Fence, Brian O’Doherty 
conceptualizes the work of Christo and Jeanne-Claude in three phases, like three chapters 
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in a novel: the planning, realization, and “finally, a complex, extended epilogue in which 
the work is retrieved and the story retold” (60). In order to materialize the project in its 
entirety and facilitate the retelling of the story, the creation of an archive is intrinsic to the 
work of Christo and Jeanne-Claude from the beginning. Participating in “a kind of 
reverse archeology,” they hire top artists in their field (photography, film, video, print) to 
document the works, publish this documentation in a book accompanying each project, 
and distribute the archive to collecting institutions (O’Doherty 62). The Running Fence 
archive (alternately termed the “complete documentation exhibition”), acquired by the 
Smithsonian American Art Museum (SAAM) in 2008, is composed of “more then 350 
individual items, including 50 original preparatory works by Christo, a sixty-eight-foot-
long scale model, more than 240 documentary photographs by Wolfgang Voltz and 
Gianfranco Gorgoni, and fence materials from the original installation” (“Exhibitions: 
Christo and Jeanne Claude”). With the acquisition of the archive, SAAM produced an 
exhibition entitled Remembering the Running Fence (on view April 2, 2010–September 
26, 2010), for which they commissioned the filmmaker Wolfram Hissen to revisit the 
communities that experienced the Running Fence and record the traces of the work that 
survive in viewers’ memories (O’Doherty 65). Rather than a recreation of a temporary 
work, which risks feeling false and archeological, the exhibition of the archive, as a re-
telling of the story, is arguably a continuation of the work itself. The Running Fence is 
about process and memory as much as it is the ephemeral realization of the fence; it is 
story of resistance overcome—of the freedom to make the work (O’Doherty 61). The 
complete documentation archive and its exhibition materializes and preserves the process 
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and memories that are integral to the work, allowing it to be understood in its entirety and 
communicated to future generations.
Although the intersection of “art” and “archive” is particularly present in 
ephemeral artworks, it is by no means limited to them. Even the more typical “archival” 
holdings of letters and notes, in the context of artists’ archives, often complicate this 
boundary. Letters may be illustrated, or may even be conceptual artworks themselves. For 
example, in a chapter entitled “The List as Art,” Liza Kirwin, Curator of Manuscripts at 
the Archives of American Art, describes a numbered list from 1971 by performance and 
conceptual artist Vito Acconci, which was “intended as a conceptual work of art (and 
perhaps as a potential postmortem performance)” (Kirwin 22). Acconci had a fear of 
flying, and prior to taking a trip, he sent a numbered list of open-ended instructions for 
what to do with his apartment and belongings should he die in transit to art collectors and 
others in the art world. The list “remains as material evidence of the art event” (Kirwin 
22).
The objects and ephemera collected by an artist can also challenge the definitions 
of “art” and “archive.” The Andy Warhol Museum in Pittsburgh is home to one such 
“difficult” collection. In addition to thousands of Warhol’s artworks, the museum houses 
Warhol’s archives, which include hundreds of his “time capsules”—cardboard boxes that 
the artist periodically filled with the bric-a-brac of daily life, sealed, dated, and sent to 
storage. The time capsule system was initially suggested by Warhol’s studio manager in 
the early 1970s, when the artist was preparing to move the contents of his studio to a new, 
larger space (Falconer 172). Warhol took to the system enthusiastically. Initially he 
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carefully creating themed capsules (such as one dedicated to his mother), but he 
eventually began to keep a box by his desk into which he dropped all variety of things as 
they passed thorough his hands. He continued this practice from 1974 until his death in 
1987, creating a total of 612 capsules (Falconer 172). Amidst receipts, invoices, letters, 
photographs, magazines, artwork, and various ephemera, some of the more unusual items 
found in the capsules include a mummified human foot (believed to be tomb-robbed from 
Egypt), slices of Carolin Kennedy’s birthday cake, and a weevil-ridden ball of pizza 
dough (Falconer 172).
The Warhol Museum has enthusiastically embraced the keeping and exhibiting of 
this unusual material. The contents of one of the inventoried time capsules is always 
displayed in the museum (Nesbett 31), and their website boasts, “by exhibiting this 
archival material with Warhol’s artwork, the Warhol Museum is able to provide a unique 
and rich museum experience!” (“Warhol: Exhibitions”). The Hayward gallery in London 
also displayed time capsule 92, chosen for its breadth of contents, in an exhibition 
surveying Warhol’s career in October of 2008 (Falconer 172). The time capsules lend 
themselves especially well to inclusion in exhibitions of Warhol’s artwork due to the 
congruence of the collection with the artist’s working methods and philosophy, which 
position them in somewhat of a grey area between “art” and “archive.” Critic and 
journalist Morgan Falconer alluded to this idea when he described the exhibition of 
capsule 92 at the Hayward as, “welcome because it’s better than any curator’s trawl 
through the milieu of the artist—it’s the artist’s own trawl, carried out by the one who 
believed that trawling might be all that art has left to do in the face of the awesome 
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swelling of culture” (172). In fact, an entry in Warhol’s diary written after attending a 
Judy Garland auction reveals that he recognized the slippage between archive and art 
inherent in his time capsules. He mused, “Some day I’ll sell them for $4,000 or $5,000. I 
used to think $100, but now that’s my new price” (Falconer 172). Reportedly, Warhol 
discussed selling and exhibiting the time capsules with his dealer Leo Castelli, believing 
they should each be sold, contents unseen, for the same price. For this reason, although 
Warhol did not initially conceive of the time capsules in this way, the museum believes 
that he eventually did consider them to be an artwork (Nesbett 31). 
The objects and ephemera of an artist’s daily life and work may challenge 
institutional boundaries physically as well as conceptually. For example, in addition to 
more “traditional” two-dimensional archival material, the complete estate archive of 
pioneering television and video artist Nam June Paik, acquired by the Smithsonian 
American Art Museum in 2009, includes such varied physical formats as, “models and 
plans for video installations; early model televisions, video projectors, radios, record 
players and cameras; musical instruments, vintage photographs, posters, catalogs and 
works in progress; toys, games, folk sculptures and other studio effects” (“Nam June Paik 
Archive”). The televisions alone number in the hundreds and require the space of several 
large warehouse shelves. Clearly, it would be quite challenging for most archival 
institutions to physically house these materials, even if they were interested in acquiring 
the many objects in this collection. Archival repositories have the storage space and staff 
experience commensurate with collections that are customarily comprised primarily of 
papers or other mostly flat materials in boxes. Large estate collections such as that of 
Nam June Paik, therefore, may be one of the primary contexts in which significant 
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quantities of challenging archival materials are entering museum collections. If not 
collected by an art museum with adequate storage facilities, such a collection would 
almost certainly need to be divided institutionally, with the papers going to an archives 
and the objects and artwork going to a museum.
Institutional Contexts of Artists’ Archives
Partially due to the conceptual overlap of “art” and “archive” detailed above, and 
partially due to the fact that an artists’ estate will contain a range of materials, including 
both “artwork” and “archival materials” (that sometimes take challenging physical 
formats), artists’ archives are potentially of interest to both archives and art museums, and 
are collected by both types of institutions. As Antje B. Lemke has observed, “there is a 
considerable overlap between the contents and functions of archives and museums. As 
archives contain original artifacts which they have received as a person’s or institution’s 
legacy, museums own and exhibit archival photographs and other pictorial 
documents” (7). Indeed, as artists are purposefully blurring the line between art and 
archive, and as interest in material culture studies continues to grow, the collecting 
domains of museums and archives are increasingly overlapping, and traditional 
institutional definitions and practices are undoubtedly expanding. Despite these 
similarities, however, mixed art/archive collections or archival collections with 
significant quantities of objects and ephemera are nevertheless challenging for art 
museums and archives, whose staffing, professional practices, training, and facilities have 
historically evolved to serve different institutional missions, and, likewise, have 
developed different types of collections and collection management procedures.
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Broadly defined as cultural heritage institutions, archives and museums share a 
common responsibility to collect, preserve, and make accessible unique items of enduring 
cultural and historical value. Whereas archives have traditionally defined themselves in 
relation to a mission of collection, preservation, and provision of access to “records” or 
“documents” for the purpose of research,3 museums have traditionally defined 
themselves in relation to a mission of collection, preservation, display, and interpretation 
of “art” or “artifacts,” and both institutions have established classification and description 
practices accordingly. Items which are accessioned into art museum collections usually 
must also be considered “art,” with those items which do not meet this definition going to 
archives, historical societies, or history museums. As part of this collecting policy, art 
museums usually manage smaller numbers of items than archives. Their record-keeping, 
classification, and description practices are geared toward the goals of interpretation and 
exhibition, as well as the conservation, insurance, and provenance of unique and valuable 
objects. Archives generally collect a larger volume of materials in number, but a smaller 
volume in terms of storage requirements, since the majority of materials collected by 
archives are papers. Archival description has evolved to manage these large numbers of 
materials, and is geared toward resource discovery and access rather than interpretation 
and exhibition.
Some of the most significant differences between the practices of archivists and 
museum professionals are found in the areas of collections processing, documentation, 
and descriptive cataloging. Museums typically assign a unique identifying number 
(accession number) and create an item-level catalog record for each object accessioned 
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into the permanent collection. Single items and parts of items are meticulously recorded; 
for example, a teapot with a lid would be accessioned as two distinct parts of the same 
object (i.e. assigned the numbers 1983.75.3a (teapot) and 1973.75.3b (lid)), and both 
components would measured and described (Buck and Gilmore 43-44). Although the 
level of detail will vary based on the policies and workflow of individual institutions, the 
information recorded about individual items will include descriptive information, such as 
artist, title, date, material(s)/medium, measurements, and inscriptions; interpretive 
information, such as classification, description, and subject cataloging; provenance 
information; reference to related items; and bibliographic references. Object records also 
contain information about an item’s condition, conservation, exhibition, and loan 
histories; its current location; legal, appraisal, and insurance documentation; and 
sometimes photographic images of the item for reference and/or reproduction. Museums 
must also create and maintain separate records for the temporary management of 
incoming and outgoing loans and exhibitions, which are later archived and made 
accessible for future research (Buck and Gilmore 1-15).
Archives, by contrast, utilize a range of description levels, as determined by the 
content of individual collections and the availability of staff resources. Materials may be 
organized and described in an archival finding aid at the level of the fonds or group,4 sub-
group, series,5 sub-series, file/folder,6 or item, with item-level description the exception 
rather than the norm (Millar 146-48). In addition to describing the structure of archives, 
archival finding aids also typically provide biographical or historical context for the 
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person or organization in question, and well as notes on the content and scope of the 
collection.
Museums and archives also differ regarding their implementation of shared 
cataloging standards. Whereas archives are engaged in the creation of standardized, 
sharable records through the use of Encoded Archival Description (EAD) and Machine-
Readable Cataloging (MARC), and by following content standards such as Describing 
Archives: A Content Standard (DACS), museum records are typically more local and 
idiosyncratic and have not traditionally adhered to shared standards. Although various 
data structure, content, and value standards have been created for cultural heritage 
information in an effort to standardize information representation across museums (e.g. 
the Visual Resources Association’s Cataloging Cultural Objects content standard (CCO) 
and the Getty Research Institute’s Art and Architecture Thesaurus, among others), “it 
remains very difficult for museum professionals to agree on a given standard and even to 
use that standard consistently in their own institutions” (Marty 32). As a result, “most 
museums are still using their own unique systems with their own unique record 
structures, and even museums that use common standards and controlled vocabularies 
can face problems sharing their information resources” (Marty 33). 
Despite these differences in institutional missions, policies, and practices, as well 
as, perhaps, the general format and content of collections, museums and archives have 
much in common. Whether or not they are solicited, artworks and artifacts do find their 
way into archives, and archival materials, likewise, find their way into art museums, at 
which point a common reaction of archivists or museum professionals seems to be to 
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scratch their heads and wonder just what it is they should do with them. The unique and 
varied materials found in collections of artists’ archives just do not seem to “fit” neatly 
within existing institutional boxes, both literally and figuratively. Anthony Reed 
articulates this problem in his discussion of objects in museum archives: 
The challenge [of these “nonstandard historical items”] comes in the 
intersection of professions. Traditional registrars and curators in the 
museum world—while knowledgeable of museum artifacts—may not 
have the training or professional network to know how to best treat an 
archival collection in their care. In the archival world, the odd and 
occasional object in a paper-based collection may be a simple stumbling 
block in the archival process to professionals trained in processing, 
arrangement, and description. A complex collection rife with objects might 
flummox an archivist altogether (169).
In what follows, the museum and archival institutional contexts will be considered 
individually in relation to the challenges that may be encountered when managing a 
collection of artists’ archives.
Archival Materials in Art Museums
Although art museums may acquire archival materials through any number of 
different circumstances, the most common situations in which they are likely to acquire 
significant archival collections may be through active collecting of the documentation of 
ephemeral artworks (as with the Running Fence archive), or, perhaps more commonly, as 
part of larger gifts, such as artists’ complete estates. As demonstrated by the Nam June 
Paik estate archive discussed previously, artists’ estates can include a range of physical 
formats which would be difficult, if not impossible, for many archival institutions to 
store, thus potentially making an art museum the de facto repository for at least a portion 
of the materials. 
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For art museums, which are accustomed to storing and handling both objects and 
works on paper, archival materials should not, in theory, present physical storage and 
handling challenges. Rather, one of the most significant challenges encountered with 
archival materials in museums appears to be the question of the “art/archive” definition. 
Art museums with their own collecting archives may decide to split up mixed collections, 
sending the archival material to the museum’s archives and keeping the artwork in the 
museum’s curatorial collection. However, deciding what constitutes “art” vs. “archive” 
can be a serious stumbling block in this process. Reed has described this classification 
difficulty as follows:
Occasionally, it may be that the line between archival material and curated 
art object blurs. Sketchbooks may be utilized in a retrospective exhibition 
showing an artist’s earliest work right up through current creative work. 
Certainly, marginalia in books, informal doodles, or miniature models of 
works never carried out may all be found in archival collections, and may 
all be treated as individually cataloged, curated objects. Deciding whether 
these items are treated as supplemental items within an archival collection 
or as stand-alone art objects is a complex process incorporating 
provenance, context, and collections storage. (171)
According to Reed, the question of whether to remove an object from the museum 
archives and accession it into the curatorial collection will depend on the internal 
structure of the institution and the relationship between the curatorial and archival 
departments. It could be that the organization has a policy that all objects go to museum 
collections (Reed 175). If not, the decision may depend on the scope of the collection (i.e. 
is it the occasional object or the rule?) (Reed 169), and will hopefully be the result of an 
agreement between the archivist and curator about where the item most appropriately 
belongs (Reed 175-76). Ideally, the lines between the museum, archives, and library are 
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permeable, and the relationships collegial, resulting in optimal care of, and robust access 
to collections. Unfortunately, however, institutional politics sometimes get in the way of 
this ideal (Reed 176).
Another problem confronting museums attempting to manage archival collections 
in the absence of a museum archives is that the overwhelming number of materials often 
found in these collections is at odds with museums’ preference for item-level cataloging. 
In “Intellectual Control of Ephemera—A Museum’s Perspective,” Deborah A. Smith 
illuminates this problem via a discussion of the efforts of the Strong Museum in 
Rochester, New York, a history museum charged with interpreting life in America from 
1820 to the present, to organize, classify, and describe its large collection of ephemera 
(64). With approximately 75,000 items in its paper collection, the majority remain 
uncatalogued. Even during a period of relative special attention under the direction of the 
collection’s first and only curator, and with the help of staff, interns, and volunteers, the 
museum was only able to catalog between five and ten percent of the paper ephemera 
between 1984 and 1994 (Smith 64). Cataloging a collection this large using the museum’s 
traditional methods (which include subject cataloging in order to support their 
interpretive mission) is clearly prohibitively time-consuming (Smith 67). As Smith 
explains:
Trained to view the artifact as an individual icon of history or art, curators 
may be ill-prepared to deal with material culture en masse. While it is 
laudable and certainly possible to regard two-and three-dimensional 
objects as equals for all of a museum’s interpretive purposes, striving to 
maintain the same degree of detail in cataloging can easily become self-
defeating. Uncataloged collections only reduce access and increase 
security risks, suggesting that museum curators of ephemera would benefit 
their collections by adopting archivists’ methods. But it is debatable 
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whether the museum’s obsession with the individual artifact could ever co-
exist with the concept of a discrete series of units. (69)
Successful management of archives in museum collections, therefore, may require 
museum professionals to re-think and modify museum practice to more realistically 
balance the needs of a given collection with practical considerations.
Art and Artifacts in Archives
Artworks perhaps most often enter archival institutions as part of a larger archival 
acquisition. Laura Millar remarks that “artists' papers are a prime example [of this 
phenomenon], as so often the documentary record is intermingled with artistic items. An 
artist's sketches, drafts, and artworks may very well be considered records, and 
documents such as correspondence and diaries may have artistic value” (93). In a paper 
addressing the question of whether libraries, archives, and research institutes should 
collect art, D. Vanessa Kam notes some potential advantages to art objects in this 
institutional context, explaining that: 
libraries and archives are . . . effective repositories for art objects 
especially if the objects are part of a larger collection with qualities that 
invite scholarly study and research. Special Collections librarians and 
archivists have historically recognized the research value of collecting a 
'critical mass' of documentation. This idea parallels the principles behind 
preserving the integrity of archives, or keeping all aspects of an archive 
(no matter how disparate the individual elements might be) together. (13)
Kam notes that patrons may be motivated to donate or sell collections containing art 
objects to libraries and archives as opposed to museums if they want their collections to 
be used to facilitate the work of researchers, citing Robert Rainwater at the New York 
Public Library (NYPL), who observes that “patrons believe that libraries will make 
materials accessible with cataloging, preserving, and lending practices” (13). Patrons may  
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find institutions like the NYPL, where, according to Rainwater, “the object as 
documentary record is particularly emphasized,” to be especially attractive repositories 
for these collections (Kam 13). Finally, libraries and archives may be appropriate 
repositories for art collections that may not readily be accepted by mainstream museums 
and, therefore, risk becoming inaccessible when an appropriate institution cannot be 
identified (Kam 13).
However, “deciding whether to acquire art as part of an archival collection 
depends on the mandate of the institution and the merits of the acquisition” as well as a 
consideration of the preservation requirements of works (Millar 93-94). As Kam 
suggests, many archivists and librarians may not have the knowledge, training, and staff 
required to properly manage art in their collections. They may lack understanding of the 
relative value of art objects in their collections, the materials and techniques used to 
create them, their preservation requirements, and the policies and procedures necessary 
for their long-term care. Furthermore, archives and libraries may lack the materials and 
facilities, as well as the temperature and humidity control, necessary to properly house 
and store works of art in their collections (Kam 10).
Although there appears to be little, if any, additional research on the problem of 
art in archives, the scant available literature on three-dimensional objects (alternately 
termed “artifacts”)7 in archives informs this discussion, given that artists’ archives may 
include a variety of objects that prove challenging to archival institutions (e.g. models; 
artifacts of performance, installation, or ephemeral artwork; personal belongings and 
collections; source material for three-dimensional works; or even the three-dimensional 
                                                                                                                                            23
works themselves). As Dean H. Jeffrey has shown in his study of three-dimensional 
objects in university archives, the collection of objects poses significant challenges for 
archivists in terms of storage, cataloging, preservation, and use. As a result, archivists 
usually do not actively seek objects and often must turn down object donations (Jeffrey 
43-44). Jill Robin Severn, while advocating the collection of artifacts by archives, also 
acknowledges that “certainly, artifacts can be troublesome. They are often difficult to 
preserve. Many need special enclosures and nonstandard storage shelving, and they 
usually take up significant storage space. Often, they are fragile, or they may have 
significant monetary value, which makes them security risks” (223). Objects also pose 
significant challenges in terms of cataloging. Citing Lynn Howarth’s description of the 
problems of cataloging AV materials, Robert Freeborn believes that object cataloging also 
suffers from “the three D’s,”: “(1) [Objects are] ‘different,’ from standard print 
materials;” (2) Because of this difference, they’re difficult to catalog; and (3) They 
“divert” cataloging time and resources.” These problems lead departments to either “put 
them aside in hopes that someone else will deal with them, or give them minimum-level 
processing in order to get them on the shelves and off their desks” (Freeborn). Finally, 
Jan Brazier has expressed a similar sentiment among archivists, noting that “objects are 
usually assigned to the ‘too-hard’ or ‘not-enough-time’ basket—along with ephemera.”
Due to these challenges, it is not uncommon for objects to get split up from the 
rest of the collection and sent to a different administrative unit or institution that is better 
equipped to handle them, such as a museum collection (Byrne A12). Storage and 
conservation requirements are often a major factor in this decision. As Brazier explains, 
“the separation of objects from archives is often desirable for better storage and use. It is 
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not that objects per se do not belong in archives but that generally, for reasons of space, 
storage requirements, use, and access, objects are felt to best belong in museums.” 
Notably, although Kam and Rainwater feel that libraries and archives offer an advantage 
in providing access to artworks in collections (Kam 13), here Brazier expresses the 
opposite opinion, listing “use and access” among the reasons that objects are better 
served by museums.
It appears that professional opinion about the place of artworks and artifacts in 
archives is divided, with certain repositories valuing these materials as part of the 
documentary record more than others. However, at present, the available literature 
suggests that for reasons cited above, these materials are quite problematic for archivists, 
risking inadequate cataloging, preservation, access, and use. Severn criticizes the fact that 
artifacts too often exist at both the physical and conceptual margins of the archives, 
claiming that, “often archivists discount, disdain, and worst of all, ignore these 
materials” (222). According to Severn, artifacts may not be processed with the collections 
in which they originated, rather, appearing in a series of “separated materials” along with 
other problematic formats, such as audiovisual materials or sometimes even photographs, 
and they may not appear in finding aids at all (222-23). Finally, arguing that they are 
seemingly “not worth the trouble” of proper preservation, storage, and cataloging, Severn 
claims that artifacts are often only accepted to placate a donor or for their potential 
exhibition value (223). 
With limited staff and financial resources, many archivists argue that they 
must concentrate energy on the real records of the archives, the written 
(and spoken) records. Implicit in their thinking is an assumption that 
records belong in archives, while artifacts belong in museums—and by 
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corollary, that artifacts lack qualities that would imbue them with 
sufficient ‘recordness.’” (Severn 223)
This attitude is made explicit by Anne Cooke, who refers to objects in her school 
archives as “non-archival material of historical interest,” and in an opening anecdote, 
suggests that a school archivist asked to include objects such as school uniforms, prizes, 
trophies, and rare books in her collection might appeal to her funding body in protest, 
arguing, “these are not archives. . . . They belong in a museum” (57). Given that such 
protests are routinely ignored due to the public relations benefits of an object collection, 
Cooke has reluctantly embraced the keeping of objects, but conceives of the undertaking 
as akin to running a museum alongside the archives, and believes the primary value of 
her “museum material” to be in staging small exhibitions for school reunions (58). Many 
of the university archivists interviewed by Jeffrey similarly saw little research value in 
objects and used them primarily for display purposes (Jeffrey 44). Perhaps not only the 
storage, preservation, and cataloging difficulties posed by artifacts and artworks, but also 
a conceptual bias by archivists against non-textual documents may underlie the general 
lack of support identified by these authors for research with artifacts in archives. 
In fact, the scant literature on “objects,” “artifacts,” or “realia” in archives would 
suggest that the very definition of “object,” and therefore, part of the essential difficulty it  
poses for archivists, rests more on the item’s relationship to information, or the nature of 
its perceived value, than on its physical dimensions. In a consideration of non-book 
media in library collections, Esther Green Bierbaum suggests this distinction when she 
defines “realia” (here synonymous with “objects”) as “not a representation of the world, 
but part of the world itself” (301). This line of reasoning posits that most of the items in 
                                                                                                                                            26
archives are collected for their “informational,” or “textual,” value—that is, their ability 
to act as containers for information—whereas the the items in museums are collected for 
their “intrinsic” or “artifactual” value—that is, they are valued in and of themselves 
(perhaps for their status as “art” or their association with a famous person or historical 
event).8 An intellectual distinction is also reflected in the language used in the literature, 
as “objects” or “artifacts” are often contrasted with “documents” or “records.” This begs 
the question, “what is a document?,” and, “can objects be documents?”
Art and Artifacts as Documents
An archivist’s decision whether to accept artwork or artifacts as part of a 
collection of artists’ papers, as well as how to process these items within the collection, 
may depend partially on the value that the archivist ascribes to them and his or her 
assumptions about how they will be used. Do art and artifacts, in the words of Severn, 
have “sufficient ‘recordness’” to justify the archivist’s time and resources? Or, as Cooke 
suggests, do they “belong in a museum,” having merely exhibition value? Given that 
archives define their mission in relation to the collection of “records” or “documents,” the 
conceptual question of whether these items belong in archives, in turn, rests on whether 
these materials can be fully considered documents.
Although the definition of “document” provided by Millar: “information or data 
fixed in some medium, such as paper, film or digital bits and bytes” (263), does not 
strictly limit the notion to a particular format, it does imply a separation of message and 
medium that is generally not true of most artifacts. Furthermore, one may argue that “the 
privileged objects of the archival profession have traditionally been paper 
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records” (Rylance 104), and “the term ‘document’ is normally used to denote texts or, 
more exactly, text-bearing objects” (Buckland, “Information as Thing” 353). The 
question “what is a document?” was perhaps most famously addressed by Michael 
Buckland in his 1997 essay of the same title (“What Is a Document?”). Surveying the 
history of ideas about the scope of “documentation” and the nature of a “document,” 
Buckland recounts the pioneering work done by European documentalists in the first half 
of the twentieth century in expanding ideas about what constitutes a document beyond 
the textual record to any potentially informative object. For example, in his Traité de 
documentation of 1934, Paul Otlet extended the definition of “document” to include 
three-dimensional objects, writing that “graphic and written records are representations of 
ideas or of objects, but the objects themselves can be regarded as documents if you are 
informed by observation of them” (qtd. in Buckland, “What Is a Document?” 805). 
Otlet’s definition was not limited to objects intended as communication, and could now 
include “natural objects, artifacts, objects bearing traces of human activity (such as 
archaeological finds), explanatory models, educational games, and works of art” (qtd. in 
Buckland, “What Is a Document?” 805). As Buckland observes, Otlet’s view of objects as 
documents resembles the present notion of “material culture” in museology and cultural 
anthropology (“What Is a Document?” 807). 
In 1951, French librarian and documentalist Susan Briet published a manifesto on 
the nature of documentation entitled, “Qu’est-ce que la documentation?” in which she 
argues that “a document is evidence in support of a fact,” further defining a document as, 
“any physical or symbolic sign, preserved or recorded, intended to represent, to 
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reconstruct, or to demonstrate a physical or conceptual phenomenon.” (qtd. in Buckland, 
“What Is a Document?” 806). In Briet’s view, an essential quality of a document was its 
ability to function as evidence, regardless of physical form. By this logic, Briet goes so 
far as to suggest that an antelope could be considered a document. According to Briet, the 
wild antelope is not by itself a document, but rather, the antelope is made into a document 
(a piece of physical evidence) if that antelope is captured, taken to a zoo, and made an 
object of study (Buckland, “What Is a Document?” 806).
This logic posits a relative rather than fixed definition of “document,” suggesting 
that an object becomes a document when it is treated as such. Ron Day calls attention to 
Briet’s use of the word “indice,” suggesting that, “it is its indexicality—the quality of 
having been placed in an organized, meaningful relationship with other evidence—that 
gives an object its documentary status” (qtd. in Buckland, “What Is a Document?” 806). 
It would appear, then, that the answer to the question, “what is a document?” might be in 
the eye of the beholder. Looking to semiotics, Buckland considers the ability of objects to 
function as signs, noting that contemporary theory would place greater emphasis “on the 
social construction of meaning, on the viewer’s perception of the significance and 
evidential character of documents”(“What Is a Document?” 807), and reminding us that 
“the property of being a sign is not a natural property . . . but a property that is given to 
objects, be they natural or artificial, through the kind of use that is made of 
them” (Sebeok, qtd. in Buckland, “What Is a Document?” 807).
From this discussion we can conclude that context, including how an item gains 
meaning through its relationship to a larger collection or acts as evidence of an 
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intellectual construct, seems important to the understanding of art and artifacts as 
documents. This explains why the odd piece of school memorabilia in Cooke’s archives 
may be less “documentary” to her than would, perhaps, a collection of school 
memorabilia to someone studying how the design of trophies or depiction of the school 
mascot has changed over time. Similarly, a group of objects collected by an artist over the 
course of his or her lifetime may be more informative, and therefore more 
“documentary,” than a single object arriving at an archives without a known context 
relative to the collection as a whole. Severn speaks to this idea when she argues: 
Some archivists wrongly assume that artifacts are not fully records 
because they were collected rather than made, as they would be if written, 
spoken, or typed. But the individual who amasses a collection of items 
creates meaning for an artifact by imbuing it with context and juxtaposing 
it with other artifacts and records that form the framework of his or her 
material life. (224)
This logic further suggests that even a group of artworks, for example, in a complete 
artistic estate collection, can function simultaneously as “art” and “archive” and has value 
in both contexts. Finally, the ideas of Otlet and Briet, extend the notion of “document,” 
and by extension “archive,” to museum object collections when the materials are viewed 
in relation to each other for the purpose of research and study, merely further 
complicating definitions of “art” and “archive” and questioning any distinction on these 
grounds as the basis of institutional collections. 
Toward a More Integrated Cultural Record
Several authors have emphasized the complementary function and equivalent 
value of textual and material records, urging archivists and museum professionals toward 
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greater collaboration and a more integrated cultural record (Darms, Meraz, Severn). 
Severn expresses this idea quite eloquently, writing:
Individuals and organizations express themselves not just through the 
written and spoken word, but also through representations from their 
material world. The things people throw away, the things they choose to 
keep, the gifts they give, the things they treasure—all of this material 
residue documents lives in ways that support, complement, extend, and 
expand the written documentary record. (221)
Similarly, Lisa Darms argues, “like other documents, objects are inscribed and can be 
‘read’ within the context of their creation” (143). Referring to a particular pencil 
sharpener in The Magic Box, a set of objects collected by artist David Wojnarowicz, (now 
part of the Downtown Collection at the Fales Library and Special Collections), Darms 
writes, “it is worthy of the archives because Wojnarowicz [whom she considers the 
creator] removed it from the endless stream of objects-in-the-world and re-inscribed it 
within the realm of his own private language” (152).
Furthermore, as Severn has suggested, written and spoken records are not always 
so trustworthy or complete (222). Not all people and events leave written records, and 
less concrete, but no less important aspects of an individual, such as personal tastes, 
habits, interests, and sense of self are often so taken for granted, so entwined with daily 
life, that they are never recorded (Severn 222). “People do not create artifacts and texts in 
isolation from each other, and together these products of human activity have much to tell 
archivists and their researchers” (Severn 222).
In her 1997 article entitled, “Cultural Evidence: On the Common Ground 
Between Archivists and Museologists,” Gloria Meraz criticizes the physical and 
intellectual isolation of archives and artifacts from one another in archival repositories 
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and museums, arguing that these distinct institutions “need to consolidate their efforts and 
provide the public with a coherent means for accessing the increasingly fragmented and 
diverse cultural evidence produced today” (1). She argues that making cultural evidence 
accessible does not only mean making the materials available, but also implies presenting 
them in a holistic context that allows users to connect information from all types of 
evidence (Meraz 1). Especially given that “the holistic presentation of cultural materials 
on the Internet has reshaped patrons’ experiences with these materials, and it has raised 
their expectations for access to all cultural materials” (Severn 229), archives and 
museums arguably must provide more compatible services if they are to stay relevant to 
contemporary audiences (Meraz 14).
While Meraz proposes greater collaboration between archives and museums in the 
form of “exhibits, information about holdings, and educational programs” for staff and 
researchers/visitors (20),” Severn believes that mere collaboration will not accomplish 
the type of integration desired by Meraz. Rather, she proposes that archivists must alter 
their practice from within, arguing that “as long as archivists expect to learn about 
artifacts from curators and curators expect to learn about records from archivists, neither 
profession will recognize each other’s functions as their own” (224). She urges archivists 
to look to the methods of material culture studies in order to gain knowledge about the 
various (and multiple) ways in which artifacts can be “read,” so that they are better 
equipped to make decisions about their appraisal, arrangement, description, and access 
that will ultimately educate users about the research potential of objects and reveal their 
hidden collections of material culture to a broader array of scholars (224). Unfortunately, 
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Severn does not provide an equivalent set of recommendations for museums with 
archival holdings, but one can assume that museums could also benefit considerably from 
the integration of some archival methods and principles into their collection management 
practices.
As valuable cultural documents, artists’ archives hold great potential for research 
and present significant opportunities for museums and archives to increase collaboration 
and provide more holistic access to cultural evidence. Although the available literature 
would suggest that the variety of physical formats and content found in these collections 
pose significant challenges to their effective management within both archives and 
museums, there appears to be no literature that directly addresses this problem or gives a 
clear indication of current practices and potential solutions. Therefore, a study was 
devised in order to illuminate professional issues and practices surrounding the collection 
and management of artists’ archives across institutional contexts.
METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this research study was to investigate professional practices by 
archivists and museum professionals regarding collections of artists’ archives. Given that 
these collections are often quite varied in content and physical format, comprised of text-
based paper records, object- or image-based records, and artwork, which, taken together, 
defy the traditional institutional boundaries of both art museums and archives, this study 
sought to identify how some archivists and art museum professionals are currently 
addressing the challenges presented by these complex collections.
                                                                                                                                            33
It was assumed that archivists are challenged by artwork or artifacts in their 
collections, and likewise, that art museum professionals are challenged by archival, or 
“non-art” materials in their collections, and that professionals in both institutions most 
likely prefer to avoid these “challenging” materials. However, it was also assumed that 
most institutions that collect artists’ archives or estates either have some of this 
“challenging” material in their collections, or have been confronted with the opportunity 
to acquire mixed art/archive collections, and have had to make decisions about what to do 
with materials that do not fit neatly into institutional categories. It is also acknowledged 
that some museums or archives may actively seek these materials under certain 
circumstances, and may have a more holistic collecting attitude than the scant available 
literature would lead one to believe. 
In order to shed light on current institutional practices relevant to the collection 
and management of artists’ archives, interviews were conducted with museum and 
archives professionals from three institutions. Participants included: Lauren Turner, 
curatorial assistant at the Ackland Art Museum at the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill; Laura Micham, director, and Kelly Wooten, research services and collection 
development librarian, at the Sallie Bingham Center for Women’s History and Culture at 
Duke University’s Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript Library; and Andra Darlington, 
head of special collections cataloging and metadata in the Research Library at the Getty 
Research Institute.
Potential participants were identified based on proximity to the author (so that 
interviews could be conducted in person whenever possible), and/or affiliation with an 
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institution known to own materials that would inform the goals of this study. Potential 
participants were sent an email describing the purpose of the study, inquiring about 
relevant collections, and requesting participation in an interview, if appropriate. 
Interviews were conducted with all professionals who responded positively to the email 
solicitation.
Interviews were semi-structured, and professionals were invited to speak freely 
and conversationally about collections or experience relevant to the goals of this study. 
The specific interview questions varied with each institution based on what was most 
appropriate for the type of institution and collections in question. However, questions for 
all interviews were guided by the following areas of inquiry: acquisitions/policy, 
cataloging/description, storage, access/outreach, exhibition, and overall value of artists’ 
archives within the institution.
Given that this issue has received little attention in the professional literature, but 
is likely one that many institutions confront at least on some level, this study reveals 
existing practices that can inform museum and archives professionals who may be facing 
these challenges themselves, or who have an interest in broadening the scope of their 
collections to include both art and archival materials.
INTERVIEW RESULTS
Interview responses are presented here individually by institution due to the small 
number of participants, the uniqueness of each institution’s collections and collecting 
practices, and the resulting diversity of topics discussed. The responses are then analyzed 
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and discussed to identify common themes, concerns, and professional practices relating 
to the collection of artists’ archives by art museums and archival institutions. 
Ackland Art Museum
Institutional Context
The Ackland Art Museum is an academic unit of the University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill and is located on the university campus. As a public institution, the 
Ackland has responsibilities to “broad local, state, and national 
constituencies” (“About”); however, its primary service is to the university. According to 
their mission statement, “the Museum acquires, preserves, exhibits, and interprets works 
of art to fulfill the University’s mission to provide teaching, research, and public service 
to the people of North Carolina” (“Mission”). Opened in 1958, the museum’s collection 
was primarily built of “western art spanning the centuries from antiquity to the 
present” (“History”). However, the museum has since acquired a sizable collection of 
Asian art. Today, its permanent collection consists of more than 16,000 works of art, a 
significant portion of which are works on paper (i.e., drawings, prints, and photographs) 
(“About”). In addition to caring for its permanent collection, the Ackland regularly 
organizes special exhibitions and provides educational and public programming for 
school groups and members of the community. Works of art not on display, as well as the 
museum’s curatorial files, are made accessible to interested scholars, students, and 
members of the public by appointment based on staff availability. Museum staff believe 
that as a state institution, the Ackland has a responsibility to make its holdings available 
for research and study, and they do their best to facilitate these requests (Turner).
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General Practice with Artists’ Archives
Lauren Turner, curatorial assistant at the Ackland Art Museum, spoke about 
several collections at the Ackland that highlight the museum’s decision-making process 
regarding artists’ archives and ephemera, as well as its close relationship with the 
university libraries and archives.9 The Ackland’s position as part of the university and its 
corresponding access to university resources means that it has the option to collaborate 
with university libraries and archives in the disposition of archival material and ephemera 
related to its collections. Regarding the museum’s holdings and practices with artists’ 
archives and ephemera, Ms. Turner stated that “the Ackland has generally followed a 
consistent model: that of transferring ephemera to the libraries (or the reverse—the 
libraries transferring more “art-like” ephemera to us).”  
One informative example of this process can be found in the handling of the 
Charles Henry Alston archive. According to Ms. Turner, the example set by the Alston 
archive is a successful model that the museum would try to follow if it were offered any 
artists’ archives in the future. The papers of Charles Henry Alston, a prominent African 
American artist from Charlotte, NC, active in the mid 20th century, were acquired in 
1998 by UNC-Chapel Hill’s Southern Historical Collection. Housed in the Wilson special 
collections library, the Southern Historical Collection acquires archival collections 
documenting the history and culture of the American South since the late eighteenth 
century. The Southern Historical Collection describes its holding as “unique primary 
documents, such as diaries, journals, letters, correspondence, photographs, maps, 
drawings, ledgers, oral histories, moving images, albums, scrapbooks, and literary 
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manuscripts (“About the Southern Historical Collection”).” Although moderately broad in 
scope, these materials are more or less “typical” archival formats with the possible 
exception of “drawings.” However, given the following discussion, it is most likely safe 
to assume that the Southern Historical Collection prefers not to collect artwork. 
Upon sorting through the contents of the Alston collection, archivists at the 
Southern Historical Collection identified some items (according to Ms. Turner, 
“essentially anything visual”) as material in which the museum might be interested, or 
which they felt would be better suited at the museum. When the museum received these 
materials, curators had to decide which items to accept, based on their judgement of what 
should be subject to the very specific regulations governing the care of all accessioned 
objects in their collection. Although the Southern Historical Collection offered the 
museum a group of fifty to sixty items, the museum ultimately accepted only about 
thirty-five to forty of those items.
The museum’s decision about which items to accept sheds light on their view of 
their collecting mission as it applies to archival collections, and, therefore, merits a brief 
discussion here. Among the items from the Alston papers accessioned by the Ackland is a 
study for what is believed to have been a never-completed mural. As this is “truly an 
artists’ study,” the museum reportedly “had no problems accepting it.” They also accepted 
Alston’s hand-made Christmas cards. Ms. Turner stated that although these could be 
considered ephemera, the museum is happy to have them in the collection because they 
were made by the artist. The museum has Christmas cards made by several other artists 
as well, and has even considered displaying them. Finally, the museum accepted a group 
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of about twenty newspaper proofs of political cartoons drawn by Alston. Alston served as 
a political cartoonist for the Office of War Information during WWII, and his work was 
syndicated in African-American newspapers. Despite the fact that these were only proofs 
and not the hand-drawn originals, the museum decided to accession them for their 
potential educational value. According to Ms. Turner, “they touch on a lot of academic 
concerns. [The museum felt that they] would be worthwhile showing and might get lost 
in the university archives.” Among the items the museum decided not to accept were 
photographs that Alston had taken of one of his sculptures for his records as well as 
photographs he had taken at a natural history museum. The Ackland was not interested in 
these items since they were judged to have been “taken as snapshots” rather than for 
“photography as art.”
It can be generalized from this example that when selecting items for the 
museum’s permanent collection from an artist’s archive, the Ackland primarily values 
materials that are hand-made by the artist with artistic intention (including artists’ studies, 
and even minor works such as Christmas cards), but they may also accept non-original art 
(e.g. printed copies), given sufficient educational value. This latter decision probably 
reflects their relationship with university programs. However, such decisions are made on 
a case-by case, item-by-item basis. The museum’s collection policy does not specifically 
address artists’ archives, estates, or “non-art” acquisitions. According to Ms. Turner, the 
policy focuses on the areas of art that the museum is actively looking to acquire and the 
reasons for doing so, rather than specifying how they will respond in the event that they 
are offered certain types of materials. “Honestly” she said, “with the libraries we don’t 
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get offered too much in the way of archives, or if we were, we would try to make that 
worth everyone’s while” (i.e., give it to libraries and/or archives on campus).
The Ackland also holds the “artistic” portions of a few artists’ estate archives, 
which were handled in much the same way as the Alston archive, with the artists’ papers 
going to the Southern Historical Collection and the artworks going to the museum. Most 
notable among these is the William Meade Prince collection. Prince (1893-1951), a 
Chapel Hill native, was a nationally recognized illustrator active during the first half of 
the twentieth century. Numbering at just over 1,700 works (a significant portion of the 
Ackland’s approximately 16,000 accessioned works total), the bulk of this large 
collection has stayed together at the Ackland since it was gifted to the museum in 1962. 
Even though the artist’s papers went to the Southern Historical Collection, Ms. Turner 
feels that the museum’s comprehensive collection of his paintings, prints, and drawings 
can be considered an archive in the sense that the many individual artworks assume 
greater meaning through their relationship to the larger collection, which serves as a 
valuable resource for research on the artist. In addition to these many artworks, the 
museum does hold some of Prince’s correspondence and photographs in a box near the 
curatorial files, but these have not been described or sorted. 
Neither the large number of items nor the collection’s partially “archival” status 
affects its management, however, as the Prince artworks are treated identically to other 
items in the museum collection in terms of cataloging and storage (artworks are stored in 
different locations by media—i.e., works on paper, paintings, or objects). Although the 
collection does not receive much use by university courses, and therefore, is not as well 
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researched as many other items in the museum collection (much of the research on the 
Ackland’s collections originates from graduate student coursework) parts of it do 
periodically get exhibited in the Study Gallery, and it is highlighted on the museum’s 
collections webpage in the hope of advertising its presence to interested scholars.
Cooperation with University Libraries
 
Just as the museum occasionally receives art or “art-like ephemera” from the 
university archives, it likewise prefers to transfer most ephemera it acquires to the Sloane 
Art Library, located immediately adjacent to the museum building. The Ackland 
periodically sends the library pamphlets, exhibition announcements, and small exhibition 
catalogs that it receives in the mail to be stored in the library’s artists’ files. The Ackland 
does not have a museum library, so this close relationship with the university art library 
relieves them of the burden of storing ephemeral materials in-house, while providing easy  
access to these materials when they are needed. Ms. Turner claimed that if something is 
especially pertinent to the museum’s collection, they will kept it, but generally they feel 
that it makes more sense to transfer ephemeral materials to the library, where the most 
people can use them: “It’s a lot of working with [the library] to make sure that what needs 
to stay stays somewhere.” The Ackland also benefits from the library’s active collecting 
of artists’ books (another often “difficult” format due to its ambiguous status somewhere 
between museum and library material), which the museum generally chooses not to 
collect. This close relationship with the campus libraries and archives occasionally 
extends to joint exhibits; however, all museum loans, even to other buildings on campus, 
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must go through the full loan approval process, perhaps discouraging frequent 
collaboration.
Ephemera in the Museum
Despite this effort to limit its collection of ephemera, the Ackland does have a 
couple of notable exceptions that relate specifically to institutional history. Namely, the 
museum holds collections of ephemera from the two art collectors whose print collections 
were foundational to the museum. The first of these is New York advertising executive 
Burton Emmett, whose collection of 5,000 prints, gifted to UNC-Chapel Hill libraries in 
1951, was transferred to the museum when it opened in 1958. The second is W. P. 
Jacocks, a doctor who travelled the world and lived out last years of his life in the 
Carolina Inn, near the UNC campus. An avid print collector, Jacocks also left a 
significant endowment to the university libraries and museum, forming a substantial part 
of the Ackland’s early print collection. 
The collection of ephemera related to the Jacocks print collection is a particularly 
interesting example, which illustrates how an archival collection that is the exception 
rather than the rule has been valued, used, organized, and made available to researchers 
by the museum. Jacocks acquired his art collection over a period of time from a print 
collector’s subscription service through Associated American Artists (AAA). When he 
donated his collection to the museum, he also gave the museum all of the ephemera (e.g. 
mailings, booklets, and advertisements) that he had received from AAA over the years, 
believing that the museum would be interested in it as a source of information on the 
prints as they were advertised. Although the Ackland would not typically collect this type 
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of material, preferring to leave it to the university libraries and archives, their effort in 
maintaining the collection of AAA ephemera has proven quite worthwhile. In addition to 
what could be considered its inherent value as a piece of institutional history, Jacocks’ 
AAA ephemera has been a valuable source of information internally, for provenance 
research, as well as externally, to researchers interested in the AAA.
Internally, the collection has been instrumental in properly attributing many of the 
works in both the Jacocks and Emmett collections. Both large print collections came to 
the Ackland in 1958, and amidst the chaos of opening the museum, many of the prints 
were mixed such that it was unclear which works came from which founding collection. 
In 1987, the museum undertook a large inventory, and a concerted effort was made to 
determine the correct provenance of the prints. According to Ms. Turner, the Jacocks 
ephemera was incredibly useful during this inventory. If a print was found in one of the 
AAA ephemera items, it was generally assumed to be from Jacocks. As a result, some of 
the works that had been attributed to Burton Emmett were re-attributed to Jacocks and 
vice versa.
The collection of ephemera is also currently being used for research by a group of 
curators working on a catalogue raisonné of the AAA subscription service. According to 
Ms. Turner, since the Ackland’s is one of only two major collections of prints from this 
service, the researchers in the group rely heavily on the museum in order to complete the 
catalogue raisonné, and they are happy to have access to this ephemera, some of which 
they had not found elsewhere. They reportedly used scanned images of many of the 
museum’s AAA ephemera items in the project grant proposal and will probably include 
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some of these images in the catalog raisonné. Ms. Turner hopes that the publication of the 
catalog raisonné will result in increased use of the museum’s collection of AAA 
ephemera by researchers.
Since the Ackland does not typically collect archival material, there is no 
established procedure for processing and storing the odd collection that does merit 
saving. When asked how the museum has handled the Jacocks ephemera, Ms. Turner 
responded that although museum staff does not have archival training, the recent research 
interest in the collection prompted an effort to informally organize and describe the 
materials with the goal of making them more useful for researchers. Graduate student 
assistants were recruited to separate the materials logically into folders and list the 
contents of each folder (by individual item), creating an inventory and browsing guide for 
the ephemera collection. The folders are currently stored in a solander box on top of 
curatorial file cabinet. Although this recent organization and description should indeed 
improve the accessibility of this collection, the items are not indexed in the collections 
database nor represented on the museum website. Therefore, although interested 
researchers could access the materials by appointment, museum staff would need to refer 
them to the collection in order for them to discover it.
Artwork As Archive
 
In addition to the archival function of artworks in the context of complete estate 
collections discussed previously, sometimes artworks themselves can simultaneously 
contain an archive in the form of notes and annotations. For example, according to Ms. 
Turner, “Burton Emmet was a copious note-taker on his art,” and during the 1987 
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inventory, the museum was able to attribute some of the pieces to his collection based on 
the notes on the prints. Although Emmett sometimes used his own shorthand that only the 
Ackland’s curator of collections currently knows how to read, once decoded, the notes 
often detail information such as how much he paid for the print and where he acquired it. 
According to Ms. Turner, the notes on these prints contain a wealth of information about 
Emmet and his collecting habits that has never been looked at as a whole, since the time 
has never been taken to transcribe them. However, the Ackland recently received an 
IMLS digitization grant that is allowing the museum to digitally photograph every work 
in the collection, and curators hope that this project will allow the notes to be fully 
transcribed so that they can finally be considered as a complete collection.
Study Collections
Because they are part of a university and exist to support its teaching mission, the 
Ackland has developed a collection of objects which are used for teaching, but which 
may not meet their standards for objects accessioned into the permanent collection. The 
items in the study collection share many of the same problems often associated with 
collections of “archival” or “non-art” objects in museums. Because they are considered 
objects for study rather than “museum-quality” objects, they are not accessioned into the 
collection. In this case, part of the rationale for not accessioning the study objects is that 
once accessioned, the museum is committed to caring for them with the same standards 
as all of its other accessioned items, thereby discouraging the study collection’s being 
handled for teaching. However, some of the items in the Ackland’s study collection, such 
as old printing plates, could still be quite valuable, and the museum has a policy that only 
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accessioned items may be kept in their storage areas. This causes a great deal of tension, 
because while the museum wants to be able to store the plates securely, which they can 
only truly do if they are accessioned, they do not want to accession them because then 
they would no longer be able to pass them around and let students feel them to see how 
an etching is made.
According to Ms. Turner, the registrars have been trying to establish an 
educational “hands-on” collection that would not necessarily be subject to the same 
restrictions and regulations placed on their accessioned collection, but that would at least 
allow staff to securely store the study items and track their locations. Currently the items 
cannot be indexed or tracked in the museum’s collection management system, and the 
conservator has resorted to maintaining her own document with location information. 
However, opinion over the solution to this problem is apparently divided, and no progress 
has yet been made.
Overall Values
Reflecting on the museum’s general practice of sending archival materials in their 
collection to the university archives and libraries, and the archives’ and libraries’ practice 
of sending art or “art-like ephemera” to the museum, Ms. Turner stated that, “if you’ve 
got the university dynamic, you’re going to take advantage of it and make sure the 
workload gets divided. The archives have the machinery in place to show people archival 
materials just like it’s the museum’s job to be able to show people stuff in storage.” 
Although the resulting divided collections have occasionally frustrated Ms. Turner (for 
example, upon realizing that certain material from the curatorial files that she needed to 
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access for research had been moved to the university archives), she considers this a 
positive model that allows the museum to take the best advantage of university resources, 
and vice versa.
Sallie Bingham Center for Women's History and Culture
Institutional Context
The Sallie Bingham Center for Women's History and Culture is part of Duke 
University’s Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript Library. Permanently endowed in 
1993, the center was given its present name in 1999 in honor of Sallie Bingham, an 
author, playwright, teacher, and feminist activist, whose gift to to the Rubenstein Library 
first created a Women's Studies Archivist position to manage the library's holdings on 
women and gender in 1988. According to their mission statement, the Sallie Bingham 
Center “acquires, preserves and makes available to a large population of researchers 
published and unpublished materials that reflect the public and private lives of women, 
past and present” (“About the Bingham Center”). Although the Sallie Bingham Center 
considers itself “a broad-based women’s history archives,” areas of collecting focus 
include “southern women, girl culture, domestic culture, women authors and publishers, 
lay and ordained church women, women artists, the history of feminist theory and 
activism, women's sexuality and gender expression, and women of color” (“About the 
Bingham Center”). 
Collections are searchable via the Duke University Libraries Catalog, and online 
archival finding aids are available and linked to the catalog records for many of the 
archival collections. Materials are made accessible to researchers by request, Monday 
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through Saturday, in the Rubenstein Library’s reading room. No appointment or academic 
credentials are necessary to view the materials; however, researchers must complete a 
research agreement form and show a photo ID prior to requesting materials. The 
collections are used by students and faculty from Duke as well as scholars from outside 
institutions, and the center offers travel grants to support emerging scholars wishing to 
conduct research with the collections. Visual artists also occasionally conduct research 
with the collections, and staff at the center consciously support and promote the use of 
the collections by artists (Micham and Wooten).10 The center also promotes the use of the 
collections, including their large collection of artists’ books by women, by working with 
Duke faculty to incorporate them into course instruction and research, as well as by 
offering a variety of public programming and presentations to school, community, and 
professional groups (Micham and Wooten).
Laura Micham, director of the Sallie Bingham Center, and Kelly Wooten, research 
services and collection development librarian, discussed the center’s collections of 
women artists’ records, as well as their experiences with, and procedures for, selecting, 
processing, storing, exhibiting, and promoting artists’ collections with unique materials.11 
The Sallie Bingham Center owns the archives of a number of women artists who were 
among the leaders of the feminist art movement in America in the 1970s. One such 
collection, the Kate Millett papers, which contains some of the center’s most 
“challenging” materials (including a large sculptural installation piece and many 
drawings), was discussed in depth in order to exemplify the center’s practices with 
artwork and art documentation in its collection. In addition to being an artist, Kate Millett 
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was an internationally acclaimed writer, feminist leader, and activist. Her book Sexual 
Politics, published in 1970, positioned her at the forefront of the women’s liberation 
movement at that time, and she became known for complicating the question about 
feminist analysis and sexual orientation or sexuality. Speaking about Millett, Ms. Micham 
gave a nice sense of the center’s collecting philosophy:
We have Millet’s papers for a number of different reasons, but not least 
because she is one of the leaders of the women’s liberation movement in 
the 20th century and 21st century in this country. But it has always been 
our approach to document the entire person and not part of the person—
not just their acting self or their writerly self or their artist self. . . . our 
predecessors believed that we should take on the whole, and that it should 
be seamless, and that we should be here in a way to support all of it.
Although the center does not have unlimited resources, it is clear that they view a 
woman’s visual artistic production, if present, as a critical component of documenting 
and representing that person, and embrace and support the collection of artwork and art 
documentation as they are able.
Installation Art in the Archives
In addition to her papers, the center’s Kate Millett collection contains over two-
hundred-seventy pieces of Millett’s artwork. Although the majority of these pieces are ink 
drawings, calligraphy, and prints, the collection also contains sculptures and other three-
dimensional works, including an installation piece, The Trial of Sylvia Likens. Millett 
created the installation, initially exhibited in 1978, in response to the 1965 torture and 
murder of sixteen-year-old Sylvia Likens by the Baniszewski family and their 
neighborhood friends. The murder and subsequent trial was also the subject of Millett’s 
book, The Basement, published in 1979. Ms. Micham and Ms. Wooten consider the 
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materials associated with this installation to be the most challenging of all the materials at 
the center, as the components are many different shapes and sizes, and some are very 
large and difficult to handle physically. These components include a number of 
mannequins, faces that Millett made for the mannequins, their clothing, and large panels 
that are placed behind a table where the mannequins sit, forming the backdrop of the 
courtroom scene. 
Staff at the center recently reassembled the piece for the first time since its initial 
installation at the request of filmmaker Sophie Keir-Thompson, who wished to include it 
in a documentary film about Millett entitled Kate Millett’s The Basement. Keir-
Thompson, a long-time friend of Millett, was present for the original installation of The 
Trial of Sylvia Likens, and the center relied on her guidance and assistance for the re-
installation, since they reportedly had few pictures of the original. However, the team 
took many photographs and filmed some of the re-installation process, ultimately creating 
new documentation of the piece that will supplement any existing original photographs. 
To successfully complete the installation, Bingham Center staff also relied on help from 
art history instructor Laurel Fredrickson and the Nasher Museum of Art’s chief 
preparator, Brad Johnson, who was able to hang the large panels behind the mannequins 
without damaging the library walls. According to Ms. Micham and Ms. Wooten, the 
successful re-installation of the piece would have been very difficult without this 
significant outside help.
Processing Artists’ Collections
The diverse formats in the Millett collection present many challenges to Bingham 
Center staff, who are all trained as archivists and librarians and not as museum 
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professionals. However, over the years, staff has worked with conservators and other 
museum professionals in order to properly handle these materials physically as well as to 
describe them in a way that makes sense within the Bingham Center’s system. Although 
the majority of objects and artwork in the Bingham Center’s collection are not described 
individually, there are some exceptions. For example, the Kate Millett objects are 
inventoried and described individually in an internal document maintained by the center; 
however, this inventory does not appear in the online finding aid. Although they 
acknowledge the possibility that more researchers might be interested in the artworks in 
their collection if, for example, the inventory of art objects from the Kate Millett 
collection appeared in the online finding aid, Ms. Micham and Ms. Wooten explained that 
part of the rationale for this decision is that the vast majority of the researchers who come 
to the center to study Kate Millett, Irene Peslinkis, or Kathy Acker (other artists with 
artworks in the Bingham Center’s collection) are more interested in studying them as 
writers and activists than as artists.
On the whole, the artworks in the Sallie Bingham Center’s collections are 
processed and described using archival methods rather than museum registration 
methods. Ms. Micham described this decision in relation to both the quantity and 
perceived quality of many of the items, or their status as preparatory or series works. For 
example, the Millett collection includes a very large number of pen and ink drawings, 
many of which are believed to be either preparatory studies or part of the larger series of 
drawings surrounding the production of Millett’s well-known piece Elegy for Sita, a 
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series of drawings presented in a book that pays tribute to her lover who committed 
suicide. As Ms. Micham explained: 
Rather than having, as you might say, the museum-quality, exhibition 
original, we have everything that came before. And the reason that we 
don’t describe each one of those [is that there are such large numbers]. To 
us, we think of that in the same way that we might a literary collection—
all of these iterations that come before and then “follow.” So that’s how 
we intellectualize it and that’s how we physically store it basically, and for 
us that makes sense because we’re interested as much in her process as her 
product. And I am not at all implying that art museums are not, but I think 
they’re maybe less [interested] than we are.
Exhibition
The Nasher Museum of Art at Duke did recently collaborate with the Bingham 
Center to exhibit some of these pen and ink drawings, as well as some artworks from the 
center’s Irene Peslikis collection, as part of a show dedicated to work by women artists 
(mostly from the Nasher’s permanent collection) that accompanied a traveling show 
entitled The Deconstructive Impulse about the feminist art movement. The center was 
happy to collaborate with the museum, and the museum was excited to be able to display 
the materials. However, the experience illustrates the difficulties of exhibiting archival 
materials without item-level records. The process was reportedly significantly more 
challenging as a result of the Millett drawings not being individually described, as the 
curator from the Nasher had to physically sort through the entire large collection of 
drawings while preparing for the show. Ms. Micham also revealed that she struggled to 
accurately understand and describe the pen and ink drawings for the museum exhibition 
due to a lack of available documentation. After reading everything in the Millett 
collection that she could find that might have anything to do with Elegy for Sita, as an 
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archivist, she still found the documentation insufficient to draw many concrete 
conclusions. This discomfort with interpretation may be typical for archivists trained not 
to assume anything in the finding aid, whereas museum professionals are, perhaps, more 
accustomed to taking certain liberties with interpretation for exhibitions.
Storage
The center stores the large objects and artworks in their collection in oversize 
storage, using standard archival boxes whenever they are able, and they hope not to have 
any larger materials. Paper items too large for the largest standard boxed are stored in 
folders inside map cabinets. Bingham Center staff rely on the advice of their conservators 
as well as their own experience in determining the storage requirements of the materials, 
keeping especially fugitive materials, such as charcoal drawings, as separate as possible. 
However, Ms. Micham remarked that the center does not have the space and facilities to 
store very many items separately, and they need to balance the storage needs of Millett’s 
artworks, for example, with the fact that they have many boxes of her papers to store and 
that most of their shelving cannot accommodate oversize materials.
Selection Issues / Collection Policy
Although the Sallie Bingham Center wholeheartedly supports the collection of 
artists’ archives, the inherent challenges to processing and storing these materials are 
critical to the center’s approach to documenting women artists, and, by necessity, set 
artists’ collections apart from other types of materials. As Ms. Micham explained: 
Unlike a woman author or an activist, we can only document a woman 
artist up to a certain point precisely because of these limitations . . . so 
what does that mean? It doesn’t mean we ought to stop, it just means we 
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have to think carefully about it with respect to literally what we collect but 
also how we value it.
For example, Ms. Micham was recently approached by an “extraordinarily productive” 
woman artist, whose archives she is very interested in acquiring. However, because there 
is such a large quantity of work, the Bingham Center is not able to accept the majority of 
her creative output. For Ms. Micham, if the center does choose to purchase the materials, 
the fact that they will have an incomplete picture of the artist “should have some effect on 
the financial value because it’s certainly going to have an effect on the people who decide 
to write a biography, or in any case, try to understand her.” Generally, when the center 
takes in a collection, they expect to acquire the bulk of it, and as such, collections such as 
this prompt them “to think in more creative and different ways” about how they select 
and value artists’ collections.
Although they do not have a written collection policy, the center has established 
parameters to guide their selection of artists’ books. Authorship and thematic content (i.e. 
created by a woman artist, about women and gender issues, and specifically, body 
politics), relationship to the existing collection, and budget considerations are naturally 
important, but size and structure also partly influence selection decisions. Both Ms. 
Wooten and Ms. Micham admitted that they regret having purchased certain pieces that 
are either too big to fit in a box or are very fragile.
Perhaps above all, when sorting through a large potential acquisition and making 
selection decisions about objects (artifacts) that may require the dedication of significant 
resources to store and/or preserve, the object’s research value is a critical factor. For 
example, the center recently acquired the papers of Clarissa Sligh, a photographer, book 
                                                                                                                                            54
artist, printmaker, and installation artist. The Sligh collection contains documentation of 
several installation pieces, including photographs, installation instructions, and the 
physical components of installation artwork. Certain installation components, which were 
deemed not to be integral to the meaning of the piece in and of themselves, but merely 
useful for its re-installation (e.g. a box from an interactive installation into which 
participants deposited a form, painted pieces of wood, etc.), were excluded on the basis 
that they did not have independent content or research value. Bingham Center staff 
consulted with Sligh during this process, and Ms. Micham stressed the importance of 
seeking the guidance of the creator or donor during selection and incorporating it into 
description whenever possible, especially when an object’s research value is in question. 
If the creator or donor is able to explain the significance of an object in such way that it 
can be described and conveyed to researchers without prior knowledge of the person or 
object, then Ms. Micham can justify its acquisition; however, she explained, “in the 
absence of that . . . we can’t claim for it research and historical value, and so we do not 
have that luxury to dedicate the resources to it that would be necessary.”
Circumstances unfortunately do not always permit consultation with a 
knowledgable donor and, even when they do, it is difficult to predict how a future 
researcher might be able to use an object. For example, when the center took in the 
papers of writer, professor, and activist Minnie Bruce Pratt, they also received some of 
her clothing and personal belongings. Among these items was the outfit that she wore in 
1989 to the acceptance ceremony for the Lamont Prize (awarded to her by the Academy 
of American Poets for Crime Against Nature). Although Ms. Wooten admitted that she 
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initially questioned why the center should be preserving this clothing, believing that it did 
not have any research value, one of the center’s grant recipients recently used it in her 
dissertation research, in which she discusses the significance of Pratt’s receiving the 
award as a lesbian while wearing this particular outfit, arguing that it conveyed both 
femininity and her lesbian identity. Ms. Wooten suggested that this experience was a 
good lesson for her, as it challenged her assumptions about the research value of objects 
in the collection.
Overall Values
Accordingly, when questioned about how they value the artworks and objects 
within the context of their collections, Ms. Micham and Ms. Wooten were adamant that 
they absolutely ascribe research value to these materials and see this as the drive behind 
all of their collecting activities. Of the artworks, Ms. Wooten said, “the exhibition value 
is kind of a bonus. We’re really trying to just retain things that have enduring value for 
research and history.” Furthermore, in regards to the notion promoted by some authors 
mentioned above, which draws a distinction between the supposed “informational,” or 
“textual,” value of (“traditional”) archives and the  “intrinsic” or “artifactual” value of 
museum objects, Ms. Micham responded:
I don’t think we subscribe to that dichotomy at all. And I think it’s 
becoming less and less prominent in archival practice with the rise of 
material culture and an increase in the sophistication with which we all 
approach realia and ephemera. Also we have a long history and great 
dedication to documenting social movements, and so much of what 
emerges from social movements are objects. I would like to think that the 
Bingham Center has a wonderful history of trying to bring to bear a more 
careful thought process to what meaning objects convey. 
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Getty Research Institute Special Collections
Institutional Context
The Getty Research Library and its special collections are part of the Getty 
Research Institute (GRI), located at the Getty Center in Los Angeles, California. The 
Research Institute, in turn, exists within the context of the Getty Center as a whole, which 
includes the collections of the J. Paul Getty Museum, the research of the Conservation 
Institute, and the philanthropic work of the Getty Foundation. According to their mission 
statement, “the Getty Research Institute is dedicated to furthering knowledge and 
advancing understanding of the visual arts, [and] its Research Library with special 
collections of rare materials and digital resources serves an international community of 
scholars and the interested public” (“About the Research Institute”). 
The Getty Research Institute has so many materials that are relevant to this study 
(including artwork, artists’ studies, 3-D objects, etc.) that such collections almost seem to 
form the rule rather than the exception. In addition to nearly 50,000 rare books and more 
than 12,000 linear feet of manuscripts and archives, the special collections library holds a 
vast print collection comprised of over 27,000 loose and bound prints from the early 
sixteenth century through the twentieth century and 800 collections of rare photographs 
(“Special Collections Highlights”). Other collection highlights include: sketchbooks and 
albums of drawings, including artists’ preparatory drawings and travel sketchbooks/
journals documenting the creative process; artists’ letters (frequently illustrated); an 
extensive collection of film/video art (including the recent acquisition of the Long Beach 
Museum of Art Video Archive); documentation of performance art, installations, and 
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other ephemeral works; artists’ books; architectural drawings and models; collage; 
assemblage sculpture; Fluxus objects; and a collection of optical and perspectival devices 
(vues d'optiques) and games, which document eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
European visual perception.
Users interested in accessing the collections must fill out an application 
describing their project and be issued a card prior to being allowed to make an 
appointment in the reading room. Reportedly, the requirements for accessing the 
collections have relaxed over the years and are now moderately open. Whereas, in the 
past, users had to be working on a formal project and have institutional affiliation, this is 
no longer the case, and applications are almost always approved. However, one 
significant limitation to public access is that currently the special collections reading 
room is only open during business hours Monday through Friday, which can be 
prohibitive for interested users who hold full-time jobs.12 Most of the requests for access 
to collections are reportedly from graduate students and advanced scholars, but 
undergraduate students also occasionally make use of the collections. The GRI 
encourages the use of its collections through an education program, which invites 
professors at local universities to teach classes or host seminars using collection 
materials, as well as through the Getty residential scholar’s program, which supports 
scholars and artists wishing to conduct research with the collections. 
Collection Policy and Relationship with the Getty Museum
Andra Darlington, head of special collections cataloging and metadata in the 
Research Library at the Getty Research Institute, described the library’s procedures for 
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selecting, processing, storing, exhibiting, and providing access to their vast and varied 
archives and special collections.13 The fact that the special collections library has 
significant holdings of fine art prints, photographs, drawings, and objects at first seems 
confusing given the existence of the Getty Museum. If they were following a similar 
model to that of the Ackland, which chooses to take advantage of its relationship with 
university libraries and archives so that each institution is able to collect only its preferred 
materials, one might expect most of the artwork in their collection to be held at the 
museum instead of the Research Institute for ease of management and storage. However, 
when questioned about this relationship, Ms. Darlington described the Getty Museum and 
the Research Institute as “totally distinct programs.” According to Ms. Darlington:
Although the Research Institute might support research done by the 
museum, our mission does not relate specifically to the museum—in fact, 
museum curators are just one group of constituents. We have our own 
residential scholar program and we have readers from many local 
institutions who come in regularly to use our resources. The Research 
Institute really is more outward looking and it is not just to support our 
own museum at all.
Furthermore, as Ms. Darlington suggested, the collecting areas of the museum and 
Research Institute are also different. Although there is some overlap, the Research 
Institute collects a lot of modern and contemporary materials, and the museum generally 
does not, with the exception of their department of photography. Accordingly, the Getty 
Research Institute has its own collection development department and collection policy, 
and their “special collections” by definition do include prints and photographs, with the 
photographs being the only real area of overlap with the museum collections. Finally, the 
Research Institute is truly a collecting institution and does not house the Getty’s 
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institutional archives, which are instead managed by the Getty Trust. Although the 
museum and Research Institute have been housed in separate buildings at the same 
location since the Getty Center opened in 1997, they used to occupy different locations 
across Los Angeles, and Ms. Darlington suspects that this history may be partly the 
reason for the completely distinct policies and collections.
This overall independence from the museum simplifies certain issues that may 
prove challenging for institutions whose collections cross common institutional 
boundaries. Whereas a special collections library or archives within a museum context 
with a more dependent administrative relationship on that museum might be forced to 
separate out the “artworks” from their collections to be transferred to the museum’s 
curatorial collection, because the GRI does not have that type of relationship with the 
museum, Ms. Darlington says that distinguishing between artworks and archives is not an 
issue for the GRI special collections: “We keep it all in our own collection and we treat it 
archivally or not as we choose.”
Processing
Processing artists’ archives in the GRI special collections is somewhat of a hybrid 
of library cataloging, archival processing, and museum registration methods, making use 
of various levels of description as appropriate and indexing information in different 
places as appropriate through the combined use of the library catalog, collection 
inventories and finding aids, and museum collections database. The most obvious 
commonality with museum methods is that the GRI has its own registrar’s office that is 
distinct from the museum registrar’s office. The GRI registrar creates records using The 
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Museum System (TMS), a popular museum collection management system, as part of the 
acquisition process as well as the exhibition and loan process. Unlike typical museum 
registration methods, in which each object is cataloged at the item level in TMS or a 
similar system, the GRI registrar creates only a single record in TMS for every new 
acquisition, whether it is a single item or a vast collection. However, while collection-, 
series-, or file-level processing may be sufficient for intellectual access to many archival 
materials, it is insufficient for the exhibition and loan process, in which a great deal of 
information (regarding location, shipping, insurance, conservation, etc.) must be recorded 
and tracked for each individual item. Therefore, if an item is exhibited or loaned (which 
is not uncommon for GRI special collections materials), the GRI registrar also creates an 
item-level loan record in TMS. This is true even for in-house exhibitions; however, Ms. 
Darlington believes that the item-level loan records for in-house exhibitions are able to be 
less detailed since they do not require shipping and insurance information.
The acquisition and loan records in TMS are for internal use only and are not 
publicly accessible. Public access to the collections is provided via catalog records and 
archival finding aids. According to Ms. Darlington, if a collection is larger than three 
linear feet, ideally, the GRI will create a finding aid for it; however, this is a goal rather 
than a reality, since there is a large backlog of collections to be processed. Although many 
items are described in finding aids at the level of the collection, series, or file, GRI staff 
will often create item-level records in the catalog for individual objects of particular 
significance.
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There are, in fact, many materials in the GRI special collections that have item-
level catalog records or that are described individually in finding aids. For example, 
many of the Fluxus objects in the Jean Brown collection have item-level records. Another 
example of a collection with many item-level records is the Long Beach Museum of Art 
video archive, transferred to the GRI in 2006, which includes paper records and video 
documentation as well as the actual video artworks (on VHS) from the Long Beach 
Museum’s former video collecting program. According to Ms. Darlington, the GRI 
“made a distinction between artworks and documentation in the video segment of that 
collection.” They are creating a finding aid for the paper records as well as some of the 
video records, but have decided to catalog all of the video artworks and the video 
exhibition tapes at the item level in the library catalog using MARC. The currently in-
process finding aid lists the video artworks as a series, referring users to the catalog for 
individual item records. 
When asked to describe the challenges that she encounters in processing archival 
collections that often contain objects, artwork, and other image-based formats, Ms. 
Darlington cited the difficulty in adapting standards for archival description such as EAD 
and DACS for the item-level description that portions of these collections sometimes 
require: 
Archival description does not provide detailed guidelines for item-level 
description, so if we have to do that, we have to turn to the more format-
based cataloging rules, and then we kind of shoehorn it into EAD if we 
can. Sometimes everything just ends up in a scope and content note. EAD 
and DACS don’t allow the degree of granularity that we want in item-level 
cataloging, and yet, doing item-level cataloging in the library catalog is 
prohibitively time-consuming.
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Unfortunately, the GRI is learning this the hard way with the approximately 1500 video 
artworks from the Long Beach Museum of Art video archive, which are taking years to 
catalog individually in MARC. Ms. Darlington stated that if they could start this 
particular collection over, they would use EAD and each item would just be given a line 
in the finding aid. On the unsuitability of EAD, but the impracticality of MARC, Ms. 
Darlington commented, “I know this is actually an issue in the archival profession with 
moving image material specifically, but probably also with other artworks and objects 
that warrant item-level description.” While it may be practical to simply create a few 
item-level records in MARC as needed for smaller collections, with collections as large 
and diverse as some of the GRI’s, individual cataloging can become a very time-
consuming problem.
In the interest of time, Ms. Darlington reports that the GRI is moving more toward 
MPLP-inspired processing. MPLP, short for “More Product, Less Process,” is a set of 
recommendations for archival processing put forth by Greene and Meissner in 2005, 
which advocate that collections receive only the minimum amount of processing 
necessary to maximize the accessibility of collections to researchers. Although this 
approach may be more practical, Ms. Darlington fears that it may cause staff to miss 
important artworks, especially two-dimensional artworks, as they are processing 
collections. However, she notes that GRI catalogers view processing as iterative, so they 
hope that they will be able to go back to at least certain series of particularly important 
collections. They may also choose to do more detailed description of certain series than 
others. For example, if they have project files or artist files that they know are going to 
                                                                                                                                            63
contain artworks, they may spend a little more time on those than they do on the 
correspondence.
Although MPLP processing may result in some important items being overlooked, 
as Ms. Darlington pointed out, individually cataloging everything that the GRI 
considered an artwork “would be an unrealistic goal.” The problem is not only that there 
is simply too much of it in the GRI’s collection, but that “artwork” is too difficult to 
define. This lack of categorization afforded by their independence from the museum and 
the corresponding breadth of their collection is part of what makes the GRI’s special 
collections so interesting, and one could argue, valuable to researchers. Of this position, 
Ms. Darlington said:
Because we don’t worry about that definition and we know that the artists 
we collect are deliberately blurring the lines, it’s something that we can 
leave to the researchers, which is nice. We recognize that we have unique 
materials and some might qualify as mail art and others don’t and we don’t 
have to worry about defining which ones do and which ones don’t. I think 
especially with contemporary art you do have artists who are deliberately 
challenging these institutional definitions. It makes it really difficult...if 
you do have separate procedures for artworks vs. other materials, creating 
a big problem. So for us it’s more about research value. An object might 
have enough research value to warrant an analytic [item-level] record 
whether or not it’s an artwork.
Although they might call out an artwork in the finding aid if they know it is there, there 
are many factors that influence choices about levels of description, and GRI catalogers 
prefer to allow themselves a lot of flexibility on that continuum.
Occasionally, however, outside requirements interfere with the GRI’s decision not 
to have separate procedures for archives and artwork. For example, the particularly 
complicated recent acquisition of the Robert Mapplethorpe estate makes apparent some 
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of the challenges the GRI is typically able to avoid in their independence from the 
museum, but which other institutions may face when acquiring collections of art, 
archives, and everything-in-between that challenge traditional institutional boundaries. 
When the Mapplethorpe estate was divided, the Getty Museum and the Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art (LACMA) jointly acquired the “fine art” photographs, as defined 
by the Mapplethorpe Foundation, and then anything designated by the Foundation as 
“archives” was acquired separately by the GRI. However, as if this were not already 
complicated enough, a portion of the materials acquired by the GRI were designated 
“archive artworks” by the Foundation, and the GRI co-owns these materials with 
LACMA. Because this section of materials is co-owned with a museum, the GRI was 
required to create item-level acquisition records in TMS. As a result, although the GRI is 
handling the rest of the papers archivally, they have had to treat the “archive artworks” as 
a separate series that is included in the finding aid but cataloged at the item level, as well 
as cataloged individually in TMS. 
When asked what type of materials were designated “archive artworks,” Ms. 
Darlington responded that they are mostly photographs, but also some of Mapplethorpe’s 
early sculptural work and early collages. However, she remarked that there are other early  
artworks in the estate that the Mapplethorpe Foundation did not designate “artwork” and 
that this has created new challenges for staff while processing the materials because the 
series seems somewhat arbitrary in the finding aid, making it difficult to create series and 
sub-series that make sense. Although still in process, Ms. Darlington said that ultimately 
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they will just have to have an “artwork” series that needs to be managed separately and 
have a different credit line because it is co-owned with LACMA.
Exhibition
The GRI has a small gallery space that they use regularly to exhibit special 
collections materials. However, they are also able to take advantage of their collaborative 
relationship with the Getty Museum to display large shows or shows with large materials 
in the museum galleries. For example, the exhibition Devices of Wonder, featuring the 
GRI’s collection of optical devices, was held at the museum in 2001, and there are plans 
for an upcoming architecture show to be held at the museum because the architectural 
models are so large. Although the GRI does not borrow museum objects for exhibits, the 
Getty Museum does occasionally borrow GRI materials for their exhibitions, especially 
the Getty Villa, which houses the antiquities collections, and the departments of 
photography and drawing at the Getty Museum. Despite this close relationship, however, 
the GRI and the museum are nonetheless distinct, and all materials that go to the 
museum, even for shows organized by GRI curators, are still processed as loans. The 
GRI’s registrar must document everything at the item level and complete the necessary 
loan paperwork, but is spared the the insurance verification that would be necessary with 
another institution.
The GRI also loans their materials to other institutions and even organizes 
traveling exhibitions. For example, there is a dedicated gallery space in the LA Public 
Library where the GRI has held two large exhibitions of photograph facsimiles. They 
choose to show facsimiles because the LA Public Library does not have the necessary 
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climate control or security, but according to Ms. Darlington, the GRI also likes to do 
facsimile shows because they allow the materials to stay up for long periods (where the 
original materials would be too sensitive) and to travel more easily.
Storage
Although artworks, objects, and other “non-standard” archival formats present 
storage and conservation requirements that often limit or even prohibit their acquisition 
by archives and special collections, the GRI is fortunate in that the Getty’s vast resources 
allow for both the facilities and staff expertise to properly care for their unique 
collections. The GRI has in-house conservators who build custom housing for materials 
and do conservation treatment as necessary. Ms. Darlington feels that without these 
conservators, the GRI would not be able to collect as many artworks as they do. The head 
conservator is also available to make decisions on appropriate housing for unusual 
materials. According to Ms. Darlington, the GRI has a lot of organic materials as a result 
of their collecting policies. For example, the Mapplethorpe estate includes artworks made 
with rabbit’s feet, and staff had to consult the conservator to determine how to best store 
them. The GRI also has a number of artworks made with bullets, and at one point staff 
had to go through and survey the collections to make sure they they were all diffused.
Overall Values
Like Ms. Micham and Ms. Wooten, when asked about the value of artwork and 
objects in the context of GRI collections, Ms. Darlington (who is a member of the 
collection development council and sits in on decisions about acquisitions), responded 
that “research value is alway the key question when we make that decision. People might 
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talk about how it would make a beautiful exhibition, but that’s never the reason that we 
acquire something.” She did qualify this statement with the observation that plans for an 
upcoming exhibition might factor in to acquisitions decisions, noting “when we develop 
an exhibition it’s always based on our collections, which we acquire for research 
purposes, and then when we exhibit them, it attracts more attention for research. So I 
don’t view them (exhibition and research value) as mutually exclusive at all—I view 
them as working together.” 
Finally, given that many of the materials in the GRI archives and special 
collections would be equally at home in museum collections, Ms. Darlington was asked 
to comment on what she sees as possible benefits or limitations to artwork, artifacts, and 
other types of artists’ records being held in archives and special collections as opposed to 
museum curatorial collections. Aware that contemporary art practices are complicating 
questions of institutional context and making artists’ archives increasingly important to 
museums, she remarked:
Particularly with contemporary art, the art doesn’t really exist. All you 
really have is the documents, and I know museums are increasingly 
collecting archives as museum objects because, for example, the 
performance was ephemeral, the installation was ephemeral, the artwork 
deteriorated as planned in the outdoors, so all that’s left is the 
documentation. And in those cases I think it is a grey area and I don’t 
think that there’s a right or a wrong in that case.
Ultimately, however, Ms. Darlington believes that somewhere like the GRI is able to 
provide better access to the collections, and therefore, she feels that if the goal is to 
support art-historical research, it makes the most sense to house the materials in archives 
and special collections.
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DISCUSSION
Prior to collecting results, the following assumptions were made regarding the 
collection of artists’ archives by art museums and archival institutions: 
1. Archivists are challenged by artwork or artifacts in their collections, and likewise, art 
museum professionals are challenged by archival, or “non-art” materials in their 
collections.
2. Most institutions that collect artists’ archives or estates either have some of this 
“challenging” material in their collections, or have been confronted with the 
opportunity to acquire mixed art/archive collections, and have had to make decisions 
about what to do with materials that to not fit neatly into institutional categories.
3. Professionals in both institutions most likely prefer to avoid these “challenging” 
materials. However, some museums or archives may actively seek these materials 
under certain circumstances, and may have a more holistic collecting attitude than 
that suggested by the available literature.
All four professionals who participated in this study affirmed the supposition that the 
variety of content and formats present in artists’ archives pose certain challenges to 
archival institutions and art museums involved their management. Artwork and artifacts 
were indeed challenging for the archives and special collections libraries who 
participated in the study, and archival, or “non-art,” materials were challenging for the 
participating art museum. Also, although it must be acknowledged that solicitation for 
participation in the study was biased toward institutions known to contain mixed art/
archive collections, all three institutions owned some of this “challenging” material. Even 
the Ackland Art Museum, which generally chooses not to acquire archival material, owns 
a small amount, and is periodically confronted with, and must make selection decisions 
regarding archival material in mixed art/archive collections. Finally, although the 
Ackland does, if fact, prefer to avoid archival material, all of the archives professionals 
interviewed for this study embrace the collection of artwork, artifacts, and other visual 
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records, and actively collect these materials (as resources permit, and as warranted by 
ascribed research value and relation to areas of collecting focus). Although practice 
certainly varies by individual institution, according to individual preferences, staff 
training, resources, and facilities, it is clear from this study that some archivists do, in 
fact, embrace a more holistic collecting attitude than the available literature suggests.
 This study sought to shed light on current practices and potential solutions to the 
challenges posed by artists’ archives across institutional contexts. In what follows, 
professional issues and practices regarding artists’ archives in art museums and archival 
institutions are discussed according to the following areas addressed during the 
interviews: acquisition; classification; processing; and storage and preservation. These 
issues often interrelate as, for example, classification might affect acquisition, processing, 
or storage, and storage and preservation requirements are likely to affect acquisition 
decisions. Some conclusions are offered concerning professional practices with artists’ 
archives and, finally, professional values regarding the institutional contexts and research 
potential of artworks, artifacts, and visual records are discussed.
Acquisition
Perhaps the most basic problem confronting institutions that collect artists’ 
archives or estates is the decision whether to acquire mixed art/archive collections or 
whether to divide the materials, choosing to collect only the “art” or “archives,” as 
appropriate, and sending the remaining materials to an art museum or archival institution, 
accordingly. The Ackland Art Museum’s model of cooperating with the university 
archives and libraries to divide materials, with art going to the museum, and archival 
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material and ephemera to the university archives and libraries, is most likely a common 
practice among university art museums and archives. Another university art museum 
solicited for participation in this study reported a similar practice, declining to participate 
on the basis that they transfer any archival material they receive to the university archives 
and vice versa. A state art museum similarly reported that they transfer most archival 
material to the state archives or other archival institutions.
Although perhaps not optimal, this practice may, as Ms. Turner suggested, be a 
positive model for museums that have close relationships with libraries and archives, and 
vice versa. Dividing collections in this manner arguably allows each type of institution to 
do what it does best and avoids any additional strain on staff and institutional resources 
that “different” and “difficult” items may incur. Furthermore, institutions that lack the 
physical resources, staff availability, training, and/or commitment necessary to manage 
challenging mixed art/archive collections would only be doing such collections a 
disservice, and therefore, in certain circumstances, dividing collections may ultimately 
result in better physical and intellectual accessibility and long-term collections care. 
However, divided collections are not only less convenient for researchers, but if 
not well-documented, relationships between items may be lost and researchers may not 
be made aware of relevant materials. Stressing the importance of the archival principle of 
respect des fonds, or respect for provenance and original order, Millar cautions, “if items 
are transferred elsewhere, the archivist needs to provide detailed documentation about 
their content, context and structure, so that the different elements—archives and artefacts
—can always be reunited intellectually, if not physically” (95). If such intellectual 
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relationships are maintained, and preferably, the physical locations of divided collections 
are relatively near to each other so as to promote easier access to the complete collection, 
transferring materials to an institution better equipped to mange them may be an 
acceptable solution. Of course, the degree to which this principle is always followed in 
practice, as well as on both sides of the institutional divide, is questionable. Unified 
collections arguably support a more holistic approach to research, encouraging the use of 
material records by researchers who might not otherwise seek them out, and promoting 
the research/evidentiary value of objects and artwork. Furthermore, given that 
classification of materials as “art” or “archive” is value-laden and potentially quite 
difficult, dividing collections institutionally in this manner has the potential to be even 
more problematic then maintaining them.
The decision to accept or divide mixed art/archive collections, as well as the 
treatment of any unusual or otherwise challenging formats that are maintained by an 
institution, will be influenced by an institution’s collecting values and policies and the 
availability of resources to care for the materials. For example, institutions like the Sallie 
Bingham Center recognize and support the value of unified collections, but still struggle 
with challenging formats and are limited in their acquisition of artists’ collections by staff 
resources and facilities, whereas the Getty Research Institute’s strong focus on artists’ 
papers and resources related to the fine arts, along with their significant resources in 
terms of facilities and staff expertise, permit the unified collection of materials with 
seemingly little regard for format or classification. 
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Classification
Although all of the professionals interviewed for this study acknowledged the 
potential problems incurred by attempts at classification (as “art/artifact” or “archive”), 
with a few notable exceptions, the issue of classification did not appear to present 
significant challenges to the selection or management of collection materials in any of the 
participating institutions. This appears to be due to the fact that, intentionally or not, they 
are all generally able to avoid the issue. The Ackland is perhaps most affected by issues 
of classification, given that collections tend to be split among “art”/“archive” lines 
between it and the university libraries and archives; however, Ms. Turner stated that the 
existence of the university archives means that the museum is rarely offered archival 
material, suggesting that classification decisions may often be made by a donor before the 
material ever arrives at the museum. The Sallie Bingham Center and the Getty Research 
Institute base collecting decisions on research value rather than on format or 
“art”/”archive” classification, and they do not have policies that pertain only to certain 
classes of objects, thereby wisely avoiding the classification dilemma altogether. One can 
assume that the problem of classification is significantly more acute in the context of art 
museums with museum archives, since, as Reed suggests, an item’s classification may 
determine its administrative location within the institution (i.e. whether it is managed as a 
part of the curatorial collection or museum archives) (175). Ms. Darlington also 
supported this conclusion, stating that she is aware that this is a significant problem for 
other institutions and is thankful that the GRI’s independence from the Getty Museum 
permits them to largely avoid this issue. The GRI’s experience processing the 
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Mapplethorpe estate exemplifies some of the difficulties that may arise when 
management responsibility for mixed collections is shared across departments or 
institutions based on classification decisions.
However, art museums without museum archives have their own challenges with 
regard to classification, and the Ackland is not immune to these issues. The decision of 
whether to accession an item into a museum’s permanent collection is often essentially a 
classification problem. Recall the difficulties the Ackland has encountered in the 
management of the items in its study collection, not accessioned, in part, due to their 
status as objects for study rather than “museum-quality” objects. The Ackland’s study 
collection is a prime example of the problems that may result from issues of classification 
within a museum context, and that the museum would likely encounter on a much larger 
scale in the absence of the university archives. Because museum collection management 
policies and systems are designed for, and often limited to, accessioned (or loaned) 
objects, unaccessioned materials may not be described or indexed, either within the 
collection management system or otherwise, making inventory, discovery, location-
tracking, and potential exhibition difficult. The heart of the problem appears to be the 
binary nature of the system. An item belonging to the museum must either be accessioned 
or not—it is either a “museum-quality” object, or it is not. If unaccessioned, not only do 
existing policies and systems not apply, but they may actually create barriers to 
intellectual and physical access, and even the storage of unaccessioned materials, where 
physical format does not. As a result, even items that are consistent with the museum’s 
collecting mission, such as the study collection, but that are at odds with this binary, 
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become problematic. The simplest solution to this problem would appear to be to create 
new categories of accession, which may have their own rules, in order best accommodate 
the intended uses of different types of collections, as the Ackland’s registrars have 
attempted to do for its study collection. However, internal politics may unfortunately 
prevent the feasibility of this alternative.
Processing
Processing and description of mixed art/archive collections presented challenges 
to professionals at all three participating institutions. A significant portion of the 
problems professionals encountered appear to be rooted in the fact that neither museum 
systems and cataloging practices nor standards for archival description and library 
cataloging are well-suited to the management of both archival materials and art/artifacts. 
While Smith demonstrated how museums’ item-level cataloging practices are 
incompatible with the large numbers of items that may be encountered in a collection of 
ephemera, Ms. Darlington expressed a similar problem in trying to adapt standards for 
archival description to accommodate the item-level cataloging that portions of artists’ 
collections sometimes require. As Ms. Darlington articulated, standards for archival 
description such as EAD and DACS do not provide detailed guidelines for item-level 
cataloging or permit the necessary degree of granularity, and yet, format-based item-level 
cataloging in MARC is often prohibitively time-consuming. Although creating individual 
MARC records, as appropriate, for artworks or artifacts in archives may suffice for small 
collections, it becomes practically impossible with large numbers. The Sallie Bingham 
Center also cited overwhelming numbers as part of their rationale for processing the 
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Millett drawings using archival methods rather than museum registration methods, which 
would require item-level records.
Ultimately, interview responses suggest that the type and level of processing an 
item receives will depended on a number of factors related to institutional policy and 
values as well as the nature and expected use of the materials. Ms. Darlington explicitly 
stated that GRI catalogers base decisions about level of description on an item’s research 
value rather than format or classification. Therefore, although certain artworks or artifacts 
will likely merit item-level records, others will not, and archival description is unlikely to 
pose a problem in these cases. This policy is not only logical and consistent given the 
GRI’s equal emphasis on research value for all record types in their collection, but is also 
wise, given the difficulty of defining artwork and the myriad of problems that would 
certainly result from having separate procedures for artworks than for other materials.
Practical considerations, including present or anticipated use or materials, were 
also observed to dictate the cataloging and description of “non-standard” items in both 
the museum and archival contexts. For example, both the Ackland Art Museum and the 
Sallie Bingham Center created informal inventories of certain “non-standard” materials 
(ephemera and installation objects, respectively) to accommodate basic management and 
research needs, but neither inventory has been standardized or made accessible online 
due in part to a perceived lack of demand or expectation by researchers. This practice is 
also most likely influenced by limitations in staff expertise and/or availability, and the 
various barriers to processing mixed collections already discussed.
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Although admittedly, the Ackland’s ad hoc organization and description of 
archival materials is not at all unreasonable given the infrequence with which the 
museum collects or uses them, current practice is also arguably inconvenient for staff, 
who cannot access this information electronically via TMS as they do most other 
collections information. Perhaps most importantly, it also renders the collection 
undiscoverable for outside researchers without a verbal referral by museum staff. 
Likewise, although a lack of observed research interest in the artwork within the Sallie 
Bingham Center’s artists’ collections may not justify extensive item-level cataloging, 
publishing the inventory of the Millett artworks online or integrating it into the finding 
aid could prompt a greater interest in the materials among researchers.
Exhibition is another practical consideration that impacts cataloging and 
description practices. As the Sallie Bingham Center discovered in their recent 
collaboration with the Nasher Museum, it is difficult to exhibit objects which have not 
been cataloged individually, and the amount and type of information that must be 
recorded and tracked during the exhibition and loan process generally requires the 
creation of item-level museum records for all exhibited materials. Although this issue was 
only discussed by the archives and special collections in this study, should an art museum 
wish to exhibit or loan any archival material without item-level records, it would 
theoretically encounter the same difficulty.
The GRI’s hybrid approach to processing, using a combination of library 
cataloging, archival description, and museum registration methods, is perhaps the best 
available solution to the problems inherent in processing artists’ archives with a diversity 
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of formats that may occasionally be exhibited and/or loaned. Their practice of processing 
collections archivally (creating a finding aid using EAD), while also creating a group 
accession record in a museum collections database and item-level museum records as-
needed for exhibited or loaned materials, may also be a positive model for art museums 
attempting to manage large archival collections. By utilizing a combination of archival 
and museum registration methods, museums could free themselves from the burden of 
item-level cataloging for the overwhelming volume of materials that they may acquire as 
part of an artists’ estate archive, while maintaining compatibility with existing museum 
systems and the flexibility to accommodate exhibitions and loans. Furthermore, creating 
archival finding aids in EAD would aid in preserving the original context of mixed-
format collections while supporting broader intellectual access to collections through 
compatibility with archival standards. If adopted by both art museums and archival 
institutions, a hybrid approach to processing could promote more unified access to 
cultural evidence across institutional boundaries through the possibility of shared 
catalogs. Of course, the creation of museum records by archival institutions and archival 
records by museums could require additional time and staff expertise on either side of the 
institutional divide, which might, unfortunately, prove unrealistic in many settings.
Storage and Preservation
Both the Sallie Bingham Center and the GRI have artists’ collections with 
materials and formats that present obstacles to storage and preservation, and each 
institution reported receiving considerable assistance from conservators. Ms. Darlington 
specifically stated that the GRI would not be able to collect many of the materials that it 
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does without the help of conservators. Storage and preservation requirements also impact 
selection decisions, especially for the Sallie Bingham Center, which has more limited 
physical storage and staff resources than the GRI, and therefore, must carefully weigh 
selection decisions and approach some artists’ collections with certain reservations.
Professional Values
Although they hold differing opinions about the issue of dividing mixed art/
archive collections, with museum professionals at the Ackland valuing the more efficient 
use of resources permitted by dividing collections, and the participating archives and 
library professionals valuing the maintenance of complete collections whenever possible, 
all of the professionals interviewed shared a common commitment to providing access to 
researchers, which informed their opinions about the institutional contexts of artists’ 
archives. Ms. Turner of the Ackland supported the decision to divide artists’ collections, 
in part, on the basis of her belief that the university archives and libraries were better 
equipped to provide access to archives and ephemera, while the museum was was better 
equipped to provide access to art objects. Also, although professionals from the Sallie 
Bingham Center and the GRI supported unified collections overall, they each have 
chosen not to collect certain large or especially fragile items that may otherwise be 
pertinent to their collections on the basis that they would not easily be able to provide 
physical access to researchers.14 Finally, while recognizing the increasingly important 
role of artists’ archives (especially documentation of ephemeral artwork) in art museum 
collections, Ms. Darlington argued that if the purpose of the collections is to support 
research, artists’ records are better housed in archives and special collections libraries, 
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which she believes are better able to provide access to materials for research than are 
museums.
This opinion would appear to be fairly consistent among archivists and even some 
museum professionals, since Ms. Turner’s comments suggest that she may generally 
agree. Although it is true that the information in curatorial and exhibition records is 
somewhat hidden, as it is often not discoverable outside of direct contact with museum 
staff and a visit to the museum, museum collections are likely more accessible than many 
people may assume. Ms. Turner’s comments about the Ackland’s access policies, as well 
as personal experience, suggest that art museums are generally happy to provide access to 
museum collections in storage or to museum records on request, and they usually do not 
require a formal application or academic credentials. Museum collections, which may be 
stored off-site, may be less convenient for researchers, but are arguably not significantly 
less physically accessible than materials in archives, which sometimes require an 
application to use the reading room. The biggest barrier to access to archival materials in 
museums, in the absence of a museum archives, is more likely to be inadequate 
arrangement and description and limited remote discovery via online finding aids. 
However, the artwork, artifacts, and other visual records, which so often form a 
significant portion of artists’ archives, are perhaps equally at risk for inadequate 
description and poor remote discovery in archival institutions, especially given that 
information about museum collections, including digital surrogates, is becoming 
increasingly accessible via museum websites.
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Finally, it should be emphasized that the opinions and practices of Ms. Micham 
and Ms. Wooten from the Sallie Bingham Center and Ms. Darlington from the GRI 
contradict the literature, which suggests that archivists do not ascribe research value to 
objects and see them primarily as useful for exhibits. Although selection for this study 
was biased toward institutions with artists’ collections containing “non-standard” formats, 
and the results of this study represent only a very small sample of professional opinion, it 
is clear that the general disdain for objects in archives observed by Jeffrey and decried by 
Severn is not shared by all archival professionals. Perhaps professionals in the care of 
artists’ archives tend to possess a more holistic collecting attitude, which acknowledges 
the research value of both textual and material records. Ms. Micham, Ms. Wooten, and 
Ms. Darlington were certainly adamant in ascribing research value to all of their 
collections materials, regardless of format or classification, and they cited enduring 
research and historical value as the drive behind all of their collecting activities. It is, 
however, important to remember that the research and exhibition potential of artists’ 
archives support one another, since, as Ms. Darlington remarked, the increased visibility 
afforded by exhibition attracts more attention for research. Both art museums and 
archival institutions, then, can play an important role in support of research with these 
unique collections.
CONCLUSION
This study has presented some of the issues and current professional practices 
relevant to the collection and management of artists’ archives by art museums and 
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archival institutions. Although the results of this study represent only a small sample of 
professional practice and opinion, the examples discussed here are meant to serve as a 
basis for further research that will ultimately facilitate better intellectual and physical 
access to mixed art/archive collections, both within and across museums and archival 
institutions.
Further research with art museums and archives of different types and sizes is 
necessary to yield a more complete picture of professional practice with artists’ archives 
in each institutional context. Additional case studies of art museums with larger archival 
collections and an interest in collecting artists’ archives would be especially welcome. 
While the Ackland generally prefers not to collect archival materials, some art museums 
actively collect artists’ archives, and out of necessity, have likely had to resolve problems 
of accessioning, cataloging, storing, exhibiting, and providing access to these materials. 
Knowledge of the problems they have encountered and solutions they have devised 
would benefit other museums with an interest in collecting archival materials. Even 
museums like the Ackland, which may not actively pursue artists’ archives, but which 
inevitably acquire some archival materials or other “non-art” items that challenge 
existing policies and procedures, would benefit from this discussion.
As the boundary between “art” and “archive” becomes increasingly blurred and 
museums and archives begin to broaden the scope of their collections to accommodate 
more diverse forms of cultural evidence, the questions and concerns raised in this study 
will only have greater relevance for archivists and museum professionals. Ideally, future 
research will lead to the development of information systems and cataloging standards for 
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use in both museum and archival practice that will better accommodate the range of 
content and formats in artists’ archives. Also, as public expectations for access to cultural 
materials continue to increase, opportunities for collaboration between museums, 
archives, and libraries through shared catalogs should be further explored and practical 
solutions offered.
However, a first step toward achieving these goals (and where this study seeks to 
contribute), is to identify and articulate the current problems institutions face in managing 
diverse collections as well as the barriers to effective resource sharing between libraries, 
archives, and museums. For example, before effective resource sharing can take place, 
further research exploring the use of cataloging standards within and across museums is 
needed to identify the barriers to adoption and consistent use of standards and to propose 
strategies for overcoming those barriers. Furthermore, as we have seen, neither EAD nor 
MARC is well-suited to processing certain materials that may be encountered in artists’ 
archives, and better and more consistent solutions for processing unusual materials within 
archival institutions should be identified and/or developed. Hopefully, further research 
into these issues as well as greater collaboration between the museum and archival 
professions will lead to solutions that offer greater support for unified collections and 
promote greater discovery and access to all types of cultural evidence.
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1. The phrase “collecting archives,” which may be contrasted with “institutional 
archives,” refers to “a repository that collects materials from individuals, families, and 
organizations other than the parent organization” (Pearce-Moses).
2. Similarly, in Marina Abromović: The Artist is Present, a major retrospective of the 
artist’s work held at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 2010, Abromović 
performed The Artist is Present and directed other performers in recreating several of her 
past performance pieces.
3. Pearce-Moses defines “archival records” as “materials created or received by a 
person, family, or organization, public or private, in the conduct of their affairs that are 
preserved because of the enduring value contained in the information they contain or as 
evidence of the functions and responsibilities of their creator” and notes that “‘archival 
records’ connotes documents rather than artifacts or published materials, although 
collections of archival records may contain artifacts and books. Archival records may be 
in any format, including text on paper or in electronic formats, photographs, motion 
pictures, videos, sound recordings.” Also see Millar (1-25), “What are Archives?”
4. An archival fonds or group may be defined as ,“the whole of a body of documents, 
regardless of form or medium, created or accumulated by a particular individual, family, 
corporate body or other agency” (Millar 264).
5. An archival series may defined as, “aggregations of files or other records within a 
larger fonds or group that relate to the same processes or that are evidence of a common 
form, purpose or use” (Millar 268).
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6. An archival file or folder may be defined as, “an organized assembly of documents 
within a series, brought together intellectually or physically according to a particular 
topic, activity or event in one or several folders. A file is usually the basic unit within a 
record series” (Millar 264). 
7. “Artifact” is defined by Millar as “a physical object created, adapted, shaped or 
otherwise produced by human workmanship” (260).
8. Jeffrey gives a nice explanation of this distinction as the basis for the definition of 
“object” used to define the parameters of his study. Notably, he excludes flat works of art 
from his study on the basis of their complicated object status, arguing that that although 
works on paper may be two-dimensional, their relationship to information has more in 
common with three-dimensional objects (5-7).
9. All statements attributed to Lauren Turner are from a personal interview, 10 Nov. 
2011.
10. The Salllie Bingham Center recently awarded a grant to a book artist interested in 
using the Center’s ‘zine collection for research in the production of her own ‘zine.
11. All statements attributed to Laura Micham and Kelly Wooten are from a personal 
interview, 7 Nov. 2011.
12. Although the reading room used to have weekend hours and will probably resume 
them in the future, present budget considerations required that they be cut (Darlington).
13. All statements attributed to Andra Darlington are from a personal interview, 22 
Nov. 2011.
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14. Ms. Darlington explained that the GRI decided to no longer collect architectural 
models, since they were so large that they had to be stored off-site, rendering them 
virtually inaccessible for research.
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